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a sense that childhood itself is endangered. The Alliance 
was founded in 1999 and is incorporated in the state of 
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The Alliance promotes policies and practices that support 
children’s healthy development, love of learning, and joy 
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The Alliance’s current work focuses on the recovery of 
creative play, which is disappearing from childhood, 
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Preface 



n 

The argu m e nt o e th i s report, that child-initiated play must be restored to kindergarten, 
will be dismissed and even ridiculed in some quarters. In spite of the fact that the vital 
importance of play in young children’s development has been shown in study after study, 
many people believe that play is a waste of time in school. School, they say, should be a place 
for learning. There’s plenty of time for play at home. 



Skepticism about the value of play is compounded by 
the widespread assumption — promoted by hundreds of 
“smart baby” products — that the earlier children begin 
to master the basic elements of reading, such as phonics 
and letter recognition, the more likely they are to succeed 
in school. And so kindergarten education has become 
heavily focused on teaching literacy and other academic 
skills, and preschool is rapidly following suit. 

The common misconcephons about young children’s play 
fall apart when we look closely at what is really going on. We 
begin to be able to differentiate between superficial play and 
the complex make-believe play that can engage five-year-olds 
for an hour or more, fueled by their own original ideas and 
rich use of language. We start to distinguish between the 
sound of a chaohc classroom and the hum of energy when 
children are deeply absorbed in the flow of play. 

Young children work hard at play. They invent scenes and 
stories, solve problems, and negotiate their way through 
social roadblocks. They know what they want to do and 
work diligently to do it. Because their motivation comes 
from within, they learn the powerful lesson of pursuing 
their own ideas to a successful conclusion. 

Research shows that children who engage in complex 
forms of socio-dramatic play have greater language skills 



than nonplayers, better social skills, more empathy, more 
imagination, and more of the subtle capacity to know 
what others mean. They are less aggressive and show 
more self-control and higher levels of thinking. Animal 
research suggests that they have larger brains with more 
complex neurological structures than nonplayers. 

Long-term research casts doubt on the assumption that 
starting earlier on the teaching of phonics and other 
discrete skills leads to better results. For example, most of 
the play-based kindergartens in Germany were changed 
into centers for cognitive achievement during a wave of 
educational “reform” in the 1970s. But research compar- 
ing 50 play-based classes with 50 early-learning centers 
found that by age ten the children who had played ex- 
celled over the others in a host of ways. They were more 
advanced in reading and mathematics and they were 
better adjusted socially and emotionally in school. They 
excelled in creativity and intelligence, oral expression, and 
“industry.”* As a result of this study German kindergar- 
tens returned to being play-based again. 



These findings are summarized in “Curriculum Studies and 
the Traditions of Inquiry; The Scientific Tradition” by Linda 
Darling-Hammond and Jon Snyder, in the Handbook of Research 
on Curriculum (1992), edited by Philip W. Jackson; New York: 
MacMillan, pp. 41-78. 
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PREFACE 



China and Japan are envied in the U.S. for their success 
in teaching science, math, and technology. But one rarely 
hears about their approach to schooling before second 
grade, which is playful and experiential rather than didac- 
tic. Finland’s children, too, go to playful kindergartens, 
and they enter first grade at age seven rather than six. 
They enjoy a lengthy, playful early childhood. Yet Finland 
consistently gets the highest scores on the respected 
international PISA exam for 15-year-olds. 

It is true that poverty does not afflict Finland’s children as 
it does children in the U.S., and that children of poverty 
need special attention in preschool and kindergarten. But 
what they need is extra support to reap the full benefits 
of a play-based, experiential program. They may need 
more structure to begin with and guidance for entering 
into play, for many are inexperienced with it. They need 
a solid introduction to books, which most middle-class 
children have from infancy onwards, and they need to 
hear language used in conversation, storytelling, song, 
and verse. Equally important, they need to use language. 
Play is the foremost way that children use the language 
they are hearing. 

In an effective play-based kindergarten the teacher has a 
strong though subtle role. She understands child devel- 
opment — cognitive, physical, and social-emotional. The 
teacher is attuned to the children’s play themes and builds 
on them, introducing new content and play materials to 
stimulate their minds. She knows the needs of individual 
children and helps them overcome obstacles in their lives 
that hinder learning. In other words, she is a well-trained 
professional who is part of a learning community where 
teachers support each other in their growth and where 



administrators appreciate her work. She expects much 
from her children and knows how to create a classroom 
that supports excellence. 

All young children, not just those living in poverty, need 
this kind of support. For the fact is that most children 
today don’t have enough playtime even at home. Many af- 
fluent children now need help entering into creative play 
because of the surfeit of media and organized activities 
in their lives. They struggle to bring their own ideas to 
the fore. As one kindergarten teacher put it, “If I give the 
children time to play, they don’t know what to do. They 
have no ideas of their own.” 

This is a tragedy, both for the children themselves and for 
our nation and world. No human being can achieve his 
full potential if his creativity is stunted in childhood. And 
no nation can thrive in the 21st century without a highly 
creative and innovative workforce. Nor will democracy 
survive without citizens who can form their own indepen- 
dent thoughts and act on them. 

The power of play as the engine of learning in early child- 
hood and as a vital force for young children’s physical, 
social, and emotional development is beyond question. 
Children in play-based kindergartens have a double 
advantage over those who are denied play they end up 
equally good or better at reading and other intellectual 
skills, and they are more likely to become well-adjusted 
healthy people. 

Every child deserves a chance to grow and learn in a 
play-based, experiential preschool and kindergarten. 

Play works. 
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Foreword 



Early childhood education, the care and instruction of young children outside of the 
home, over the last half century has become a downward extension of schooling. It is now the 
first rung on the educational ladder. In many respects, however, this most recent addition to 
the pedagogical hierarchy is quite different from its elementary and secondary predecessors. 



The early childhood curriculum is the most holistic and 
least differentiated at any level of education. It is also the 
most solidly grounded in philosophy, in clearly articu- 
lated methodology, and in theory and research. Those 
who contributed to the discipline of early childhood edu- 
cation came from occupations and professions outside 
the academic domain. What they had in common was an 
understanding of children. And that is what makes early 
childhood education unique; it starts with the child and 
not with the subject matter. 

The philosophical foundations of early childhood educa- 
tion were provided by John Amos Comenius, John Locke, 
and Jean Jacques Rousseau. Its curriculum and method- 
ology were created by Johann Heinrich Pestalozzi, Fried- 
rich Froebel, Maria Montessori, and Rudolf Steiner. Most 
recently it was scientifically grounded by the research and 
theory of Sigmund Freud, Jean Piaget, and Erik Erikson. 
While there are differences in the approaches of these 
progenitors of early childhood education, the differences 
are overshadowed by one common principle: that young 
children are growing and that early childhood curriculum 
and practice have to he adapted to the maturing needs, abili- 
ties, and interests of the child. 

Today, however, as is made so heartbreakingly clear by 
the Alliance for Childhood report, the rich legacy of the 
grandmasters, supported by an overwhelming amount 
of contemporary research findings and classroom 



experience, is dismissed as irrelevant. Instead we have 
had a politically and commercially driven effort to make 
kindergarten a one-size-smaller first grade. Why in the 
world are we trying to teach the elementary curriculum at 
the early childhood level? 

The answer, I am afraid, is that what we do in education 
has little or nothing to do with what we know is good 
pedagogy for children. For example, we could signifi- 
cantly improve education at all levels and in all parts of 
the country with one change in policy — reducing class 
size to 18 or less at all grade levels. It is a basic truism of 
education that the more one-on-one time a child has with 
a teacher, the better the learning and educational out- 
come. Yet in practice educational policy is determined by 
political, economic, cultural, and personal ego concerns. 
This happens because children and adolescents do not 
vote, and have little or no say in their own governance. 
And we, who speak for children and youth, have not been 
able to muster the political muscle to make the educa- 
tional needs of children either heard or responded to. 

The data and arguments offered in this report are both 
powerful and compelling. But if they are to have any 
impact, we need to find champions in the media, in 
the arts, and in politics who will make the case for us. 
After all, what do we know? We are just the teachers of 
young children — who just happen to be the future of 
our nation. 
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Executive Summary 



Crisis in the Kindergarten: 

Why Children Need to Play in School 



Kindergarten has changed radically in the last two decades in ways that few 
Americans are aware of. Children now spend far more time being taught and tested on 
literacy and math skills than they do learning through play and exploration, exercising their 
bodies, and using their imaginations. Many kindergartens use highly prescriptive curricula 
geared to new state standards and linked to standardized tests. In an increasing number 
of kindergartens, teachers must follow scripts from which they may not deviate. These 
practices, which are not well grounded in research, violate long-established principles of 
child development and good teaching. It is increasingly clear that they are compromising 
both children’s health and their long-term prospects for success in school. 



The traditional kindergarten classroom that most adults 
remember from childhood — with plenty of space and 
time for unstructured play and discovery, art and music, 
practicing social skills, and learning to enjoy learning — 
has largely disappeared. The latest research indicates 
that, on a typical day, children in all-day kindergartens 
spend four to six times as much time in literacy and math 
instruction and taking or preparing for tests (about two to 
three hours per day) as in free play or “choice time” 

(30 minutes or less). 

Kindergartners are now under great pressure to 
meet inappropriate expectations, including academic 
standards that until recently were reserved for first grade. 
At the same time, they are being denied the benefits of 
play — a major stress reliever. This double burden, many 
experts believe, is contributing to a rise in anger and 
aggression in young children, refiected in increasing 
reports of severe behavior problems. Given the high 
rates of psychiatric disturbances among children today, 
it is critically important that early education practices 



promote physical and emotional health and not 
exacerbate illness. 

High-stakes testing and test preparation in kindergarten 
are proliferating, as schools increasingly are required to 
make decisions on promotion, retention, and placement 
in gifted programs or special education classes on the 
basis of test scores. While some testing of children 
under age eight may be useful for screening, it is a 
highly unreliable method for assessing individual 
children. Observational and curriculum-embedded 
performance assessments should he used instead. The 
argument that standardized testing takes less time and 
is therefore more efficient is called into question by new 
data suggesting that teachers are now spending 20 to 30 
minutes per day preparing kindergarten children to take 
standardized tests. 

The nine new studies and analyses on which this report is 
based all point to the same conclusion: kindergarten, long 
a beloved institution in American culture, is in crisis. If 
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the problems are not recognized and remedied, the same 
ills will be passed on to preschools and even to programs 
for children ages birth to three. 

The implications of these radical changes in early educa- 
tion practice reach far beyond schools. Until recently few 
people were talking about the long-term effects of the 
disappearance of children’s play. Now, while many politi- 
cians and policymakers are calling for even more tests, 
more accountability, and more hard-core academics in 
early childhood classrooms, the leaders of major business 
corporations are saying that creativity and play are the 
future of the U.S. economy. 

Daniel Pink, author of A Whole New Mind, writes about 
the “imagination economy,” and says that “people have 
to be able to do something that can’t be outsourced, 
something thaf s hard to automate and that delivers on 
the growing demand for nonmaterial things like stories 
and design. Typically these are things we associate with 
the right side of the brain, with artistic and empathetic 
and playful sorts of abilities.” How can we expect our 
children to thrive in the imagination economy of the fu- 
ture if we deny them opportunities for play and creativity 
in kindergarten? 



We recognize that the restoration of child-initiated play 
to early education will not by itself solve the complex 
problems of helping all children — especially those with 
special needs or in poor families and neglected schools, 
as well as English-language learners — to reach their full 
potential. We are not calling for a simple return to the 
practices of an earlier time. We now understand much 
better the kinds of rich experiences that young children 
need in order to become avid learners. Teachers need to 
understand the ways in which child-initiated play when 
combined with playful, focused learning leads to lifelong 
benefits in ways that didactic drills, standardized tests, 
and scripted teaching do not. 

In a healthy kindergarten, play does not mean “anything 
goes.” It does not deteriorate into chaos. Nor is play so 
tightly structured by adults that children are denied the 
opportunity to learn through their own initiative and 
exploration. Kindergartners need a balance of child- 
initiated play in the presence of engaged teachers and 
more focused experiential learning guided by teachers. 
We call for educators, their professional organizations, 
and policymakers to develop as fully as possible the two 
central methods in the continuum (illustrated below) of 
approaches to kindergarten education: 



THE KINDERGARTEN CONTINUUM 



Laissez-Faire, 
Loosely Structured 
Classroom 



Classroom Rich in 
Child-Initiated Play 



Playful Classroom 
with Focused Learni 




Didactic, 

Highly Structured 
Classroom 






>■ 



Ample play but without 
active adult support, often 
resulting in chaos 



Exploring the world through 
play with the active 
presence of teachers 



Teachers guiding learning 
with rich, experiential 
activities 



Teacher-led instruction, 
including scripted teaching, 
with little or no play 
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The creation of a healthy balance described above has 
been blocked by current policies and government-im- 
posed practices and programs, including No Child Left 
Behind and Reading First. These well-intentioned but 
fundamentally flawed mandates rely on testing and on 
didactic and scripted approaches — especially for teach- 
ing children from low-income backgrounds — in spite 
of the fact that these practices are not well supported by 
research evidence. Indeed, many of the current approach- 
es to kindergarten education are based on unfounded 
assumptions and preconceptions about what is best for 
children and schools. 

“The problem is not political hut ideological,” writes Lilian 
Katz, who directed the ERIC Clearinghouse on Elemen- 
tary and Early Childhood Education for 30 years. “Ideolo- 
gies are deeply held beliefs that All the vacuum created by 
the unavailability of hard data. Our best strategy in such 
situations is to make our ideas and the data that we do 
have readily available to others who can subject them to 
vigorous argument and debate.” 

If we are to best serve children and to foster the full 
professional development of early childhood educators, 
we must reject an ideological approach to teaching young 
children, consider all the evidence of decades of research 
and experience — not just the results of a few narrow tests 
of suspect validity — and begin a thorough reassessment 
of our kindergarten policies and practices. 



Based on our reading of the evidence, we call on policy- 
makers, educators, health professionals, researchers, and 

parents to take action as follows: 

1. Restore child-initiated play and experiential learning 
with the active support of teachers to their rightful 
place at the heart of kindergarten education. 

2. Reassess kindergarten standards to ensure that they 
promote developmentally appropriate practices, and 
eliminate those that do not. 

3. End the inappropriate use in kindergarten of 
standardized tests, which are prone to serious error 
especially when given to children under age eight. 

4. Expand the early childhood research agenda to 
examine the long-term impact of current preschool 
and kindergarten practices on the development of 
children from diverse backgrounds. 

5. Give teachers of young children first-rate preparation 
that emphasizes the full development of the child and 
the importance of play, nurtures children’s innate love 
of learning, and supports teachers’ own capacities for 
creativity, autonomy, and integrity. 

6. Use the crisis of play’s disappearance from 
kindergarten to rally organizations and individuals to 
create a national movement for play in schools and 
communities. 
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Introduction: Crisis in the Kindergarten 



Too FEW Americans are aware of the radical changes in kindergarten practice in the 
last ten to twenty years. Children now spend far more time being instructed and tested in lit- 
eracy and math than they do learning through play* and exploration, exercising their bodies, 
and using their imaginations. Many kindergartens use highly prescriptive curricula linked to 
standardized tests. An increasing number of teachers must follow scripts from which they 
may not deviate. Many children struggle to live up to academic standards that are develop- 
mentally inappropriate. 



Such practices are contributing to high levels of frustra- 
tion, stress, and anger in kindergartners, sometimes 
resulting in extreme behavior problems. At the same time 
that we have increased academic pressure in children’s 
lives through inappropriate standards, we have managed 
to undermine their primary tool for dealing with stress — 
freely chosen, child-directed, intrinsically motivated play. 
David Elkind’s “hurried child” is now not just hurried but 
also worried. 

Early education at its best helps children strengthen 
their capacity for play and lays a strong foundation for a 
lifetime of growth and learning. There is an urgent need 
to transform the current emphasis in kindergartens on 
intensive training for short-term results to practices that 
support healthy development and produce lifelong learn- 
ers. New approaches centered on child-initiated play and 
intentional teaching through play and hands-on learning 
are needed. 

Play is one of the vital signs of health in children. We do 
not know the long-term consequences of the loss of play 
in early childhood, but this has become a concern for pe- 
diatricians and psychologists. In the absence of research 



on this critical question, we are blindly pursuing educa- 
tional policies that could well damage the intellectual, 
social, and physical development of an entire generation. 

With this report, containing important new empirical 
evidence of what is going on in our schools, the Alliance 
calls the attention of all Americans to a national disgrace: 
the transformation of public kindergartens from places 
where love of learning was thoughtfully nurtured into 
pressure-cooker classrooms where teachers are required 
to follow scripts, labor under unrealistic one-size-fits-all 
standards, and test children relentlessly on their perfor- 
mance. Kindergarten has ceased to be a garden of delight 
and has become a place of stress and distress. 



*For the purposes of this report, we use the word “play” 
to describe activities that are freely chosen and directed 
by children and arise from intrinsic motivation. 

Within this definition are many different kinds of play, 
including dramatic and make-believe play, block play, 
sand and water play, art activities, play with open- 
ended objects, spontaneous physical play, exploring the 
outdoors, and so on. 
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CHAPTER 1: Introduction 



A Crowing Awareness of the Early Education Crisis 

During the past two decades child development experts 
and physicians have been alerting parents, educators, and 
policymakers about a looming crisis in early education 
caused by an alarming increase in didactic instruction 
and inappropriate testing, with a resulting decrease in 
play and experiential learning. It is these playful modes of 
learning that are much better suited to young children’ s 
growth and healthy development, rather than instruction 
calling for long periods of sedentary work. 

“Our students spend most of the time trying to learn 
what they need in order to pass standardized testing,” a 
kindergarten teacher in Los Angeles told researchers in 
2008. “There is hardly enough time for activities like P.E, 
science, art, playtime.”^ 

Beginning in 2001, the Alliance for Childhood issued 
three public warnings about the demise of play and the 
dangers of the dramatic increase in standardized 
testing mandated by the No Child Left Behind Act 
(NCLB). Dozens of eminent scholars, physicians, and 
education leaders have signed one or more of these state- 
ments, including T. Berry Brazelton, Robert Coles, Linda 
Darling-Hammond, David Elkind, Howard Gardner, 
Daniel Goleman, Stanley Greenspan, Jane Healy, and 
Alvin Poussaint. 

In 2001 the Alliance wrote about the testing provisions of 
NGLB: “This massive experiment, intended to raise edu- 
cational achievement, is based on misconceptions about 
the nature and value of testing and about how children 
develop a true love of learning.”^ In 2003 the Alliance 
drafted a statement for the U.S. Senate Gommittee on 
Health, Education, Labor, and Pensions that read, in part: 

The key to developing literacy — and all other skills — is 
to pace the learning so that it is consistent with the 
child’s development, enabling him or her to succeed 
at the early stages. Ensure this initial success and the 
child’s natural love of learning blooms. Doom him 
to failure in the beginning by making inappropriate 
demands and he may well be unable to overcome the 
resulting sense of inadequacy. This is especially true of 
children whose families are already under social and 
economic stress.^ 



Two years later the Alliance issued a Gall to Action about 
early education. It begins: “We are deeply concerned that 
current trends in early education, fueled by political pres- 
sure, are leading to an emphasis on unproven methods 
of academic instruction and unreliable standardized 
testing that can undermine learning and damage young 
children’s healthy development.” (Eor full statement see 
Appendix A.) 

School Life Out of Balance 

The traditional kindergarten classroom that most adults 
remember from childhood — with plenty of space and 
time for unstructured play and discovery, art and mu- 
sic, practicing social skills, and learning to enjoy learn- 
ing — has largely disappeared. Among the findings of 
the latest research, described in Ghapter 2, is that, on a 
typical school day, kindergartners spend four to six times 
as much time in literacy and numeracy instruction and 
taking tests or preparing to take them (about two to three 
hours per day) as in free play or “choice time” (30 min- 
utes or less). 

A Galifornia kindergarten teacher, commenting last year 
on the disappearance of blocks, told researchers, “I know 
how important they are, but the structure and intensity 
of the current kindergarten curriculum do not allow for 
much developmental activity.”^ 

Achieving a healthy balance of activities in the classroom 
requires an understanding of kindergartners as emerging 
learners in literacy, math, and many other subjects. Their 
developing skills are supported by child-initiated play and 
by intentional teaching through play, art activities, and 
other hands-on experiences. Gurrent pressure to teach 
literacy and math skills that used to be introduced in first 
or second grade has turned kindergarten into a highly 
structured and regimented ordeal in which the first les- 
son many children learn is that the/ re not good enough. 

Most troubling in this hijacking of kindergarten is that 
there is no evidence that a heavy emphasis on teacher- 
led instruction and scripted curricula yields long-term 
benefits for children. In particular, low-income children 
who need support to succeed in school are not showing 
significant long-term gains. 
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Accountability must go beyond 
standardized test scores and look 
at gains and losses in children’s 
overall physical and mental health. 

Policymakers are overlooking the ample evidence that 
young children learn best in settings rich with warm hu- 
man relationships, imaginative play, and playful learning, 
where children participate in choosing their activities 
and teachers help them build on their experiences — not 
following rigid curricula designed to increase test scores. 
Indeed, the testing mania that is now invading kinder- 
garten is based on a false assumption — that standardized 
assessments are the best way to gauge young children’s 
progress in school. 

Nine New Studies Paint a Troubling Picture 

Has the switch to a high-pressure academic model of 
kindergarten worked? Does scripted teaching and long 
hours of teacher-centered lessons enhance or diminish 
children’s natural love of learning? In particular, are these 
methods serving the needs of young children most at risk 
of school failure? 

The nine new studies and analyses on which this report 
is based focus on the role of play, child-initiated learning, 
highly structured curricula, and standardized testing. 
They all point to the same conclusion: kindergarten, long 
a beloved institution in American culture, is in serious 
trouble. If the problems are not recognized and rem- 
edied, the same ills will be passed on to preschools and 
even to programs for children ages birth to three. 

Three of the studies were commissioned by the Alliance 
for Childhood and carried out by independent research 
teams at Long Island University, Sarah Lawrence Col- 
lege, and the University of California, Los Angeles. They 
looked at the current state of public school kindergartens 
in New York City, Westchester County (New York), and 
Los Angeles, with data collection completed in 2008. Two 



research teams independently surveyed a total of 254 
kindergarten teachers in New York City and Los Angeles; 
a third team made repeated in-depth observations in 14 
kindergarten classrooms in the New York area and inter- 
viewed teachers and school principals. 

This is the first research we know of in the United States 
that begins to create an accurate picture of how children 
spend their time in urban and suburban public kinder- 
gartens today, what materials are available to them, and 
the attitudes and beliefs of the adults who are charged 
with educating and caring for them. It is only a begin- 
ning. We strongly recommend that a comprehensive 
annual account of publicly funded programs in preschool 
and kindergarten be developed by the governments 
funding the programs. Accountability must go beyond 
standardized test scores and include gains and losses in 
children’s overall physical and mental health. (See Chap- 
ter 8 for specific recommendations.) 

The other six studies and analyses were conducted by a 
wide range of eminent researchers, including U.S. De- 
partment of Education evaluation experts, the American 
Academy of Pediatrics, the International Association for 
the Evaluation of Educational Achievement, the High/ 
Scope Educational Research Eoundation, and scholars 
from Yale University, Temple University, the University of 
Delaware, and Illinois State University. 

The research on which this report is based follows: 

A. Jennifer Astuto (Long Island University) and LaRue 
Allen (New York University) survey of 142 kindergar- 
ten teachers working in New York City using their 
Early Childhood Time-Use Scale (in preparation) 

B. Allison Fuligni and Sandra Hong (U.C.L.A.) survey 
of 112 kindergarten teachers in Los Angeles using 
the Astuto-Allen Early Childhood Time-Use Scale (in 
preparation) 

C. Sarah Lawrence College Child Development Institute 
study of 14 kindergarten classrooms in Westchester 
County, New York (in preparation) 

Kathy Hirsh-Pasek, Roberta Michnick Golinkoff, 
Laura E. Berk, and Dorothy G. Singer, A Mandate 
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for Playful Learning in Preschool: Presenting the 
Evidence (Oxford University Press, 2009) 

E. Dorothy G. Singer, Jerome L. Singer, Heidi 
D’Agostino, and Raeka DeLong, “Children’s Pastimes 
and Play in Sixteen Nations: Is Free-Play Declining?” 
American Journal of Play, Vol. 1, No. 3 (Winter 2008)^ 

F. U.S. Department of Education evaluation of Open 
Court Reading program (2008)^ 

G. U.S. Department of Education Reading First Impact 
Study, Final Report (2008)* 

H. Kenneth R. Ginsburg et al., “The Importance of Play 
in Promoting Healthy Child Development and Main- 
taining Strong Parent-Child Bonds,” Pediatrics, Vol. 
119, No. 1 (January 2007)“^ 

I. International Association for the Evaluation of 
Educational Achievement (lEA) and High/Scope 
Educational Research Foundation Preprimary Study 
Age-Seven Follow-up (2007).^° 



Open-ended play is now a minor 
activity, or has been completely 
eliminated, in the kindergartens 
studied. 



The Findings 

These nine studies and analyses, all published within the 
past two years or still in the final stages of preparation for 
publication, reveal the following findings: 

A preponderance of time in a sample of 254 New York 
City and Los Angeles kindergartens is devoted to teaching 
literacy and numeracy, and to testing and test preparation. 

1. Play in all its forms, but especially open-ended 
child-initiated play, is now a minor activity, if not 
completely eliminated, in the kindergartens assessed. 
Teacher-directed activities, especially instruction in 
literacy and math, are taking up the liori s share of 
classroom time. Standardized testing and prepara- 
tion for tests are now a daily activity in most of these 
kindergartens. (From the studies labeled A and B in 
the list above.) 

2. Most teachers in the two new studies of New York 
City and Los Angeles kindergartens say they spend 
two to three hours each day in literacy, math, and test 
prep — and that children have 30 minutes or less each 
day for play or “choice time.” (A, B) 

3. In Los Angeles, 25 percent of the teachers surveyed 
said there was no time at all for free play in their 
kindergartens. (B) 

4. There is apparently a wide divergence in what educa- 
tors mean by “play.” Most of the activities that are set 
up in “choice time” or “center time,” and are de- 
scribed as play by some teachers, are in fact teacher- 
directed and involve little or no free play, imagina- 
tion, or creativity. (C) 

Preschool and kindergarten children benefit from play 
and playful learning, from choosing their own activities, 
and from individual and small-group pursuits rather than 
whole-group ones. 

5. A review of the research on how young children 
learn by four eminent scholars of early childhood 
concludes that “children need both unstructured free 
play and playful learning under the gentle guidance 
of adults to best prepare them for entrance into 
formal school; academic and social development are 
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Standardized testing has become 
an established part of kindergarten 
in spite of serious doubts about its 
validity in early childhood. 

so inextricably intertwined that the former must not 
trump attention to the latter; and ... learning takes 
place best when children are engaged and enjoying 
themselves.” (D) 

6. The American Academy of Pediatrics issued a major 
clinical report concluding that “play is essential to 
development. ... Play allows children to use their 
creativity while developing their imagination, dexter- 
ity, and physical, cognitive, and emotional strength. 
Play is important to healthy brain development. 

It is through play that children at a very early age 
engage and interact in the world around them. Play 
allows children to create and explore a world they can 
master, conquering their fears while practicing adult 
roles, sometimes in conjunction with other children 
or adult caregivers. As they master their world, play 
helps children develop new competencies that lead 
to enhanced confidence and the resiliency they will 
need to face future challenges. Undirected play 
allows children to learn how to work in groups, to 
share, to negotiate, to resolve conflicts, and to learn 
self-advocacy skills.” (H) 

7. A new review of research by Jerome Singer and 
Dorothy Singer of Yale University concludes that 
make-believe play helps children “(a) expand vocabu- 
lary and link objects with actions, (b) develop object 
constancy, (c) form event schemas and scripts, (d) 
learn strategies for problem-solving, (e) develop di- 
vergent thinking ability, and (f) develop a flexibility in 
shifting between different types of thought (narrative 
and logical).” (E) 

8. A cross-national study of more than 1,500 young 
children in ten countries found that in every coun- 



try children’ s language performance at age seven 
improved when teachers let children choose their 
activities rather than impose didactic lessons. (I) 

9. The same international study found that young chil- 
dren’s cognitive performance at age seven improved 
when children spent less time in whole-group activi- 
ties and more time working or playing individually or 
in small groups. (I) 

A sample of kindergarten teachers in New York City and 
Los Angeles report that imaginative and dramatic play is 
disappearing because of lack of materials and funding, 
lack of support from school administrators, and curricula 
that don’t allow for such activities. 

10. Dramatic make-believe play, essential for young 
children’s development of literacy, social skills, and 
imagination, is limited by lack of materials. In both 
New York and L.A. only 12 to 13 percent of the teach- 
ers surveyed said they had enough dramatic play 
materials for all the children. (A, B) 

11. Teachers in both New York and L.A. consistently 
reported that major factors working against dramatic 
play, block play, use of open-ended objects, and 
artistic activities in their kindergartens were that the 
curriculum doesn’t incorporate those activities, there 
was not enough time for them, and school adminis- 
trators did not value them. (A, B) 

12. New York and L.A. teachers consistently reported 
major differences between their views of the 
importance of dramatic play, block play, and sand 
and water play and their perception of the views of 
school administrators. A large majority of teachers 
indicated that such play is important, while roughly 
half of the teachers perceived administrators as not 
valuing it. (A, B) 

The pervasive use of standardized tests to measure 
children’s progress in literacy and math has become an 
established part of kindergarten education in spite of a 
consensus among educational testing professionals that 
the results of such testing of children under age eight are 
subject to serious errors and their use is largely invalid. 
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13. Seventy-nine percent of the New York teachers sur- 
veyed reported spending time every day in testing or 
test preparation. In Los Angeles, it was 82 percent. 
Many of the teachers said they spend more than 30 
minutes per day in these activities. (A, B) 

Scripted teaching and other highly didactic types of cur- 
ricula are widely used in kindergartens despite a lack of 
scientific evidence that they yield long-term gains. 

14. Almost all of the L.A. teachers surveyed used Mc- 
Graw-Hill’s Open Court Reading, a scripted curricu- 
lum with highly regimented drills and exercises. But 
a new report from the U.S. Department of Educa- 
tion’s Institute of Education Sciences finds that there 
are no valid studies showing that Open Court works, 
in spite of initial claims by the government that it is 
“research-based.” (E) 

15. A separate evaluation commissioned by the Insti- 
tute of Education Sciences found that the federal 
governmenf s Reading Eirst program had significantly 
increased (by about 20%) the amount of class time 
spent on didactic, phonics-heavy reading instruction; 
nevertheless, the program “did not have statistically 
significant impacts on student reading comprehen- 
sion test scores in grades 1-3.” The evaluation also 
found that the program actually reduced second-grade 
students’ engagement in reading and writing. (G) 

The push for more academics in early education has 
reduced time for unstructured play, even as mothers 
and pediatricians have grown deeply concerned about 
its demise. 

16. A new cross-cultural research study — by Jerome 
Singer and Dorothy Singer of Yale University — of 
2,400 mothers in 16 countries found that, overall, 

72 percent believe that children are “growing up too 
quickly.” In the U.S., the figure is 95 percent, the 
highest of any country studied. (E) 

17. The authors of this same study conclude that “mothers 
are deeply concerned that their youngsters are some- 
how missing out on the joys and experiential learning 
opportunities of free play and natural exploration. ... 
Eor lack of safe outdoor play spaces, and unstructured 



free time, children are being deprived of the excite- 
ment and social interactions of a healthy youth.” (E) 

18. The American Academy of Pediatrics, in its clinical 
report on the importance of play, found that “despite 
the benefits derived from play for both children 
and parents, time for free play has been markedly 
reduced for some children” and addressed “a variety 
of factors that have reduced play, including a hurried 
lifestyle, changes in family structure, and increased 
attention to academics and enrichment activities at 
the expense of recess or free child-centered play.” (H) 

The urge to play is still alive in children and needs to 
be nurtured. 

19. In spite of dwindling time and materials for dra- 
matic and imaginative play in many kindergartens, 
children’s innate playfulness is irrepressible, like a 
plant pushing up through a crack in concrete. Sarah 
Lawrence College researchers found that, given the 
slightest opportunity, many children seize the mo- 
ment to create imaginative play episodes. (C) 

Scripted and Didactic Teaching: Suspect Methods 
Promoted Under NCLB 

Despite publishers’ claims that scripted teaching and 
similar didactic approaches are “research-based,” there is 
little or no research showing long-term gains in reading 
skills or enjoyment of reading from these programs, 
and no evidence of short-term gains in comprehension. 
We know from research by the High/ Scope Educational 
Research Eoundation that short-term increases in test 
scores resulting from these practices tend to disappear 
after a few years. Yet short-term test-score gains in first 
and second grades get prominent coverage in the news 
media, while parents are not informed of the lack of 
long-term gains or of the risks associated with didactic, 
test-driven practices. 

The High/Scope Preschool Curriculum Comparison 
Study, which followed the students’ progress through 
age 23, showed that at-risk preschoolers required more 
treatment for emotional problems and ultimately com- 
mitted more felonies if they were taught in a scripted 
curriculum classroom rather than a play-based program. 
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Overall, the children who experienced the High/ Scope 
curriculum or the traditional nursery school approach, 
both of which “emphasized child-initiated activities in 
which young children pursued their own interests with 
staff support,” did better than students in the Direct 
Instruction or scripted program on a total of 17 variables. 
At age 23, for instance, the former High/Scope and 
traditional nursery students aspired to complete a higher 
level of education and lived with spouses in greater 
numbers than the former Direct Instruction students. 
High/Scope concludes: “It thus appears that preschool 
programs that promote child-initiated activities (such as 
the High/Scope and Nursery School programs) seem to 
contribute to the development of an individual’s sense of 
personal and social responsibility.”^^ 

The High/Scope study raised red flags about scripted 
teaching, and interest in the approach declined. Yet this 
unproved and potentially destructive method has seen a 
rapid comeback in part because urban schools are des- 
perately seeking ways to help children from low-income 
families and other at-risk students to catch up with more 
privileged students. This is a vitally important goal, but 
the methods being used are often seriously flawed. The 
approved list of curricula issued by the federal Read- 
ing First program was heavy with scripted and other 
highly structured approaches. But recent research by the 
Government Accountability Office found that favoritism 
and conflicts of interest corrupted the process of choos- 
ing kindergarten curricula, “especially among research- 
ers who had developed reading-instruction products that 
would profit from the program’s bounty.” 

The latest data on outcomes of Reading First programs 
have cast serious doubts on the efficacy of the curricula 
selected by the federal government. The governmenf s 
own evaluators found that the so-called research-based 
approaches did not improve reading comprehension 
despite the fact that schools were spending more time 
teaching the five core literacy activities demanded by 
Reading First. Funds have been cut back for Reading First 
and its future is at present endangered. The pity of this 
is that children from low-income homes often do need 
extra support to become skilled and avid readers, and ap- 
propriate methods exist — but they are not the approaches 
favored under NCLB. 



A new study found that mothers 
are deeply concerned that their 
children are missing out on the 
joys of free play and natural 
exploration. 

An Urgent Need for Action 

The combined import of these new studies calls for im- 
mediate concerted action. The situation is urgent. 

Twenty years ago a North Carolina study found that kin- 
dergarten teachers felt their students were under signifi- 
cant stress from an increasingly academic curriculum. 
Today there are mounting reports of stressed-out kinder- 
gartners, behavior problems including uncontrollable 
anger and aggression, and expulsion of young children 
from school, a problem that is particularly severe for 
young boys. 

A Connecticut school official attributed a spike in vio- 
lence among young children in 2007 to the increasing 
emphasis on standardized testing and the elimination of 
time for recess, gym, and other chances to play. “Ifs not 
like it was when we were kids, when you could expect 
to have an hour or so every day to play and explore,” she 
said. “That kind of time just isn’t there anymore.” 

Clinical research on the links between play deprivation, 
stress levels, and related health and behavioral problems 
in kindergarten children is sorely lacking. But many ex- 
perts believe that developmentally inappropriate expecta- 
tions and practices are causing normal child behavior to 
be wrongly labeled as misbehavior, and normal learning 
patterns to be mislabeled as learning disabilities. “This 
early and inappropriate labeling may have lifelong impli- 
cations for children who are developing their self-image,” 
says pediatrician Kenneth R. Ginsburg of the Children’ s 
Hospital of Philadelphia and lead author of the Pediatrics 
report on play. “Further, labels travel with children and 
may flavor future teachers’ and even caregivers’ assess- 
ments and interactions.” 
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THE KINDERGARTEN CONTINUUM 



Laissez-Faire, 
Loosely Structured 
Classroom 



Classroom Rich in 
Child-Initiated Play 



Playful Classroom 
with Focused Learning 



Didactic, 

Highly Structured 
Classroom 






>• 



Ample play but without 
active adult support, often 
resulting in chaos 



Exploring the world through 
play with the active 
presence of teachers 



Teachers guiding learning 
with rich, experiential 
activities 



/ Teacher-led instruction, 
including scripted teaching, 
with little or no play 



For the health of the children and their long-term success 
in school and in life, a better approach to kindergarten 
is needed, one that allows children and their teachers 
to learn and work in an atmosphere that encourages 
exploration and creativity and lays a strong foundation for 
emerging literacy, numeracy, and other vital capacities. 
Such approaches, when combined with the active pres- 
ence of teachers who understand child-initiated play and 
learning and know how to create a rich environment for 
them, allow kindergartens to support children’s healthy 
development and enhance and extend their knowledge. 

In a healthy kindergarten, play does not mean “anything 
goes.” The laissez-faire classroom, in which the teacher 
sits back and provides little structure and few boundaries, 
may abound in children’s play, but it is often superficial 
and chaotic. At the other extreme, kindergarten should 
not be so tightly structured that children are denied 



“Inappropriate labeling may 
have lifelong implications for 
children who are developing their 

self-image.” — Dr. Kenneth Ginsburc 



opportunities to learn through their own initiative and 
exploration. Kindergartners need a balance of child-initi- 
ated play in the presence of engaged teachers with more 
focused experiential learning activities led by teachers. 

This range of kindergarten education is illustrated in the 
continuum above. We call for educators, their profes- 
sional organizations, and policymakers to develop as fully 
as possible the two central methods in the continuum: 
child-initiated play and focused, experiential learning. 

The dangers of the extremes in early education are 
described by researchers Elena Bodrova and Deborah 
Leong: “In our experiences, we have found that both 
extremely chaotic classrooms and extremely teacher-di- 
rected classrooms are counterproductive to developing 
self-regulation and other underlying skills in children. 
Classrooms where children flit from activity to activity 
support reactive behavior. But when all the instruction is 
whole-group, students become too teacher-regulated.”^^ 

In Chapter 7 we offer specific information for educators 
and policymakers who want to create more playful kinder- 
gartens and schools. In Chapter 8 we summarize the most 
critical findings of this report and provide a comprehensive 
list of recommendations for action by policymakers, school 
administrators, teachers, and parents who are alarmed by 
what is happening to so many of our children and want to 
create healthy, balanced kindergartens for them. 
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The Transformation of Kindergarten 




New evidence from research shows that didactic instruction and testing are pushing play 
out of kindergarten. Kindergartners are now under intense pressure to meet inappropriate 
expectations, including academic standards that until recently were reserved for first or second 
grade. These expectations and the policies that result from them have greatly reduced and in 
some cases obliterated opportunities for imaginative, child-initiated play in kindergarten. 



The evidence from the three new studies described in 
this chapter suggests that public school kindergarten 
education is now very different from what most adults 
recall from their own childhoods. We do not have com- 
parative data from the past on the amounts of time and 
materials for play that earlier generations of kindergart- 
ners enjoyed. We do, however, have the direct observa- 
tions of early childhood educators and researchers — and 
they are alarmed. 

Professor Nancy Carlsson-Paige of Lesley University has 
taught, supervised teachers, and conducted research in 
kindergartens for more than 30 years, working in both 
urban and suburban schools. “The loss of play and child- 
centered learning that these new studies reveal signals 
great cause for concern,” she says. “Decades of research 
and theory in child development affirm the importance 
of play in the early years as the primary vehicle through 
which children build a strong foundation for cognitive, 
social, and emotional concepts. The loss of this founda- 
tion that can only be built through play will undermine 
children’s success in school and academic competence for 
years to come.” 

The data from these new studies, combined with her 
own observations, “show clearly that the kindergartens of 
today barely resemble those I visited fifteen years ago,” 



says Carlsson-Paige. “The majority of children today are 
spending most of their time in teacher-directed activities, 
especially in literacy and math, and have little time for ac- 
tivities of their choice. The vast majority of kindergarten 
teachers now spend some time each day on testing and 
test preparation, an activity that would have been consid- 
ered irrelevant and even harmful in the past.” 

“Across all of my experiences in classrooms,” says Carls- 
son-Paige, describing the kindergartens of a generation 
ago, “no matter what school I was visiting — whether it 
used a traditional or a progressive pedagogy, whether 
it was public or private — I found consistency among 
kindergartens. Without exception, there was an emphasis 
on play and hands-on learning in kindergarten. In the 
classrooms I visited, children would choose the area they 
wanted to go to each day to start out, and then choose oth- 
er areas as the day went on. Sometimes teachers would 



Rich dramatic and make-believe 
play is rarely seen in today’s 
schools. 
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encourage certain children to explore specific areas, and 
sometimes teachers asked that all children spend some 
time in a particular area, such as the literacy area. But 
the emphasis was always on choices made by children. 
Most of the school day was spent in active, child-centered, 
imaginative exploration and play.” 



“Many teachers don’t know the 
reasons why play is important.” 

— Diane Levin 

Professor Diane Levin of Wheelock College, another 
long-time kindergarten researcher, confirms these obser- 
vations, noting that school principals “are under much 
more pressure now to push formal academics in kinder- 
garten.” For a variety of reasons, she says, rich dramatic 
and make-believe play is rarely seen in today's schools. 
“Play is not completely gone, but it is often superficial,” 
she says, adding that many children still show playful be- 
havior but are not able to develop complex play scenarios 
for extended periods. 

Confirming the findings of the qualitative study (see 
below). Levin adds that in her own research she finds that 
today's teachers “may say that play is important, but they 
often don’t recognize the difference between the imita- 
tive, repetitive play frequently seen today and the more 
creative, elaborated play of the past. Many teachers don’t 
know the reasons why play is important. And now if s even 
more important for them to be able to articulate those 
reasons, and to understand why play is not happening in 
their classrooms — including the fact that screen time and 
other changes at home can undermine children’s ability to 
engage in creative play without teachers’ help.” 



We recognize that the restoration of child-initiated play 
to early education will not by itself solve the complex 
problems of helping all children — especially those with 
special needs or in poor families and neglected schools, 
as well as English-language learners — to reach their full 
potential. We are not calling for a simple return to the 
practices of an earlier time. We now understand much 
better the kinds of rich language experiences and skills 
that young children need in order to become literate, 
avid learners. Teachers need to understand the ways in 
which child-initiated play when combined with playful, 
intentional teaching leads to lifelong benefits in ways 
that didactic drills, standardized tests, and scripted 
teaching do not. 

Play is a major mode for learning in early childhood. 
With sensible boundaries and support from teachers, 
it leads to enormous growth in all aspects of the child’s 
development — cognitive, social, emotional, imaginative, 
and physical. Furthermore, it is the primary tool through 
which children explore their interests, express their joys, 
and process their fears, disappointments, and sorrows. 

“The research is clear,” says Nancy Carlsson-Paige. 
“Faster is not better when it comes to early education; 
young children need play and hands-on interactions for 
genuine learning to occur. We must reverse this destruc- 
tive trend and develop education policies that are ground- 
ed in research and theory in child development and early 
childhood education.” 



“Faster is not better when it conies 
to early education.” 

— Nancy Carlsson-Paige 
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Background of the Studies and Summary of Findings 

The three university research studies described below, 
commissioned by the Alliance for Childhood and com- 
pleted in 2008, provide clear evidence of the endangered 
status of child-initiated play in public school kindergar- 
tens in New York City and Westchester County, New 
York, and Los Angeles, California. 

Two research teams, from Long Island University* and 
U.C.L.A., i surveyed a total of 254 teachers in full-day kin- 
dergartens in New York and Los Angeles — the quantita- 
tive studies. A third team, from Sarah Lawrence College,’'" 
made repeated in-depth observations in 14 kindergarten 
classrooms in New York and interviewed teachers and 
school principals — the qualitative study. 

These studies were designed to help create an accurate 
picture of how children spend their time in public kinder- 
gartens today, what materials are available to them, and 
the attitudes and beliefs of the adults who are charged 
with educating and caring for them. Detailed findings of 
these studies are available on the Alliance for Childhood 
web site: www.allianceforchildhood.org. 

In brief, the findings of these three studies suggest that: 

• Teacher-directed activities, especially instruction in 
literacy and math skills, are taking up the lion’s share 
of kindergarten classroom time. 

• Standardized testing and preparation for tests are now 
a daily activity in most of the kindergartens studied. 

• Free play, or “choice time,” is usually limited to 30 
minutes or less per day. In many classrooms there 
is no playtime at all. 



Teachers mean very different 
things by “play” — and often it is 
not play at all. 

• Most classrooms do not have enough materials for all 
children to engage in play at once; blocks, dramatic 
play materials, and sand and water for play and explo- 
ration are in particularly short supply. 

• Teachers say that major obstacles to play in kinder- 
garten are that the curriculum does not incorporate 
it, that there is not enough time, and that administra- 
tors do not value it. 

• Most teachers say that play in kindergarten is im- 
portant, although few teachers or administrators are 
able to articulate the relationship between play and 
learning. 

• There are wide variations in what teachers and prin- 
cipals mean by “play.” 

• Many classroom activities that adults describe as play 
are in fact highly teacher-directed and involve little or 
no imagination or creativity on the part of children. 



* Jennifer Astuto of Long Island University and the Child and Family Policy Center at New York University (jennifer.astuto@nyu.edu) 
developed the Early Childhood Time-Use Scale used in both New York and Los Angeles and was lead researcher in the New York City study 
in collaboration with La Rue Allen of New York University. 

' The U.C.L.A. researchers were Allison Fuligni (afulign@exchange.calstatela.edu) and Sandra Hong (sandyhong@ucla.edu) of the Center 
for Improving Child Care Quality, which is directed by Carollee Howes. 

The Sarah Lawrence College research team was directed by Jan Drucker (jdrucker@slc.edu), Margery Franklin (mbf@slc.edu), and 
Barbara Schecter (schecter@slc.edu) of the college’s Child Development Institute. 



Alliance for Childhood 



CRISIS IN THE KINDERGARTEN 25 



CHAPTER 2: The Transformation of Kindergarten 



The Qualitative Study 

The Sarah Lawrence study looked at 14 kindergarten 
classrooms in six urban and suburban communities in 
Westchester County, New York. The principals and teach- 
ers interviewed by the researchers included a wide range 
of activities in their definitions of play, including teacher- 
organized activities such as planting a garden, organized 
games, and recess, as well as child-initiated free play. 
Their responses to questions like “What do you see as the 
role of play in kindergarten?,” “What kinds of play take 
place in kindergarten?,” and “How is play related to learn- 
ing?” similarly evinced a wide range of opinions, from a 
view of play as separate from learning (and incidental to 
it), to a view that play is integral to learning. 

The Sarah Lawrence research team summarized their 
findings as follows: 

1 . What principals and teachers mean by “play" varies. 
They generally did not distinguish imaginative play 
from other activities that include manipulative mate- 
rials, games, gardens, and centers. Most teachers re- 
ferred to “free choice time” or “center time,” and did 
not actually call this “play.” They often did not bring 
up the topic of play in the context of questions about 
free choice time until the researchers brought it up. 
Principals and teachers in the same school often 
differed in how they talked about play — in emphasis, 
allotment of time, priority, urgency, and degree of 
conflict with other activities. 

2. The relationship of play to learning was rarely articulated 
by principals or teachers. 

3. Even when teachers and principals said they thought 
play is important, or that play leads to learning, they 
were usually referring to an understanding of play as a 
highly scripted, teacher-directed activity. 

4. The amount of choice time or center time in the 14 class- 
rooms varied from as little as 30 minutes once every 

6 days to one hour every day. The great majority of 
classrooms had choice or center time every day. 



The degree of actual free choice 
that children had during “choice 
time” varied from ample to none. 

Two classrooms provided less than 30 minutes of 
choice or center time, and only one provided 60 
minutes (2 sessions of 30 minutes each), with the 
majority having 30 minutes. Taking into account the 
time for getting started and for clean-up, the actual 
time for children’s activities was less than the allotted 
time, sometimes considerably so. 

5. The materials available to children at centers in different 
classrooms varied greatly, from a well-stocked house- 
keeping corner to a barely furnished one; from good- 
sized collections of blocks to very few blocks. 

6. The degree of actual free choice that children were given 
during choice time varied from ample (all materials in 
the room were available to all children in six of the 
classrooms) to none in one classroom (the children 
were assigned to centers by the teacher). 

7. The variation in play in different classrooms seemed to be 
the result of a complex interaction of factors, including 
the larger educational culture, government mandates, 
and the views, values, and interests of individual edu- 
cators in administrative and instructional positions 
within schools. 

The researchers also noted this observation; “Even given 
restricted choices, little equipment, and inadequate 
amounts of time, children seize the moment to create 
imaginative play episodes.” How these children would do 
if given more time to develop complex play scenarios is 
not known, but it was encouraging to see that the spark of 
play was still there despite all the obstacles. 
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Demographics and School Characteristics 

In New York City, 142 teachers responded to the survey; 
in Los Angeles, 112 teachers responded — for a total of 
254. All taught in full-day kindergartens. 

In New York, 58% of the respondents had a master’s 
degree. In L.A., 36% had a master’s degree. 

One-third of the Los Angeles teachers (34%) had not 
taken any courses in child development or early child- 
hood education. 

In New York, 51% of the respondents said they taught 
in Title I (high poverty) schools; 82% reported having at 
least four-fifths of their students on free lunch. 

In Los Angeles 57% reported that they worked in Title I 
schools “in need of improvement’; 75% of the students 
received free lunch, while 60% were English-language 
learners. 

McGraw-Hill’s Open Court Reading curriculum was used 
by 88% of the Los Angeles teachers; 90% used either 
Harcourt Math or Scott Foresman Math. Most of the 
teachers (75%) in the New York City study reported using 
a curriculum offered through professional development 
workshops conducted by the Teachers College Reading 
and Writing Project at Columbia University. 
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How Kindergarten Children Spend Their Time 
in School 

In both N.Y and L.A. teachers reported spending much 
more time in teacher-directed instruction, especially of 
literacy and math skills, testing, and test preparation, 
than they gave children for free play or choice time. 

Three-fourths of the New York City teachers (76%) spent 
more than an hour per day in literacy instruction. Almost 
one-fourth of them (23%) had more than an hour of daily 
math instruction. Only 2% reported giving students more 
than an hour of choice time per day. The average amount 
of daily choice time, calculated by using a weighted aver- 
age of the teachers’ reports, was 29.2 minutes. Almost 
four-fifths of the teachers (79%) reported spending some 
time on testing or test preparation on a typical day; 37% 
spent more than 30 minutes per day in test-related activi- 
ties. 86% of the teachers reported that their classes had 
access to outdoor recess, weather permitting. 

The results in Los Angeles were similar to the New York 
data: more than nine out of ten (92%) of the teachers said 
they spent more than an hour a day in literacy instruc- 
tion; 17% had more than an hour of daily math instruc- 
tion. Almost none gave children more than an hour of 
free play or choice time. The average amount of daily 
choice time was 19.1 minutes. One in four Los Angeles 
teachers said there was no time at all for “free play,” 
although it is not clear how they differentiate free play 
from choice time. 97% of the teachers reported that their 
classes had access to outdoor recess, weather permitting. 



Table i: Use of Kindergarten Classroom Time on a Typical Day, New York City 





No time 


1-30 min. 


31-60 min. 


61-90 min. 


90-1- min. 


Total 


Literacy instruction 


0% 


2% 


22% 


42% 


34% 


100% 


Math instruction 


0% 


16% 


61% 


21% 


2% 


100% 


Testing and test prep 


21% 


42% 


28% 


6% 


3% 


100% 


Choice time 


6% 


54% 


37% 


1% 


1% 


99% 



Note: Totals may not add up to 100% because of rounding. 
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Table 2: Use of Kindergarten Classroom Time on a Typical Day, Los Angeles 





No time 


1-30 min. 


31-60 min. 


61-90 min. 


90+ min. 


Total 


Literacy instruction 


0% 


1% 


7% 


31% 


62% 


101% 


Math instruction 


0% 


13% 


70% 


17% 


0% 


100% 


Testing and test prep 


18% 


63% 


14% 


3% 


3% 


101% 


Choice time 


13% 


68% 


18% 


1% 


0% 


100% 


Free play* 


25% 


54% 


17% 


4% 


0% 


100% 



Note: Totals may not add up to 100% because of rounding. 

*In Los Angeles only, teachers were asked about both “choice time” and “free play.” 



Chart A: Daily Kindergarten Schedule in Two Cities Average number of minutes spent daily in selected activities 



Literacy instruction 



Math instruction 



Testing and test prep 



Choice time 



0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100 

Number of minutes spent 
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Availability of Kindergarten Classroom Materials 

Dramatic play in the kindergartens surveyed is severely 
limited by lack of materials. In both New York and Los 
Angeles, only 12% to 13% of the teachers surveyed said 
their classrooms had enough dramatic play materials for 
all children to use at the same time. More than half the 
teachers reported not having enough materials for even 
half the class to use them at the same time. Sand or 



water play is nonexistent in four out of five classrooms in 
both New York and Los Angeles, according to the teach- 
ers’ reports. Art supplies and open-ended objects (such 
as manipulatives, bottle caps, string, pipe cleaners) were 
more commonly available than other play-related materi- 
als. Most available of all the materials listed in the survey 
were instructional or published materials (such as flash- 
cards, workbooks, and textbooks). 



Table 3: Availability of Kindergarten Classroom Materials, New York City 





None 


For 1-2 
children 


For half of 
the children 


For most of 
the children 


For all the 
children 


Total 


Blocks 


6% 


36% 


41% 


11% 


6% 


100% 


Dramatic play materials 


13% 


39% 


35% 


8% 


5% 


100% 


Art supplies 


2% 


5% 


8% 


20% 


65% 


100% 


Open-ended objects 


2% 


1% 


25% 


21% 


52% 


101% 


Instructional materials 


5% 


5% 


6% 


20% 


64% 


100% 



Table 4: Availability of Kindergarten Classroom Materials, Los Angeles 





None 


For 1-2 
children 


For half of 
the children 


For most of 
the children 


For all the 
children 


Total 


Blocks* 


18% 


- 


- 


- 


- 


- 


Dramatic play materials 


32% 


32% 


24% 


8% 


4% 


100% 


Art supplies 


2% 


3% 


8% 


14% 


73% 


100% 


Open-ended objects 


6% 


1% 


16% 


19% 


59% 


101% 


Instructional materials 


0% 


2% 


2% 


7% 


89% 


100% 



Totals may not add up to 100% because of rounding. 

*Los Angeles teachers were asked about the number of blocks in their classrooms rather than how many children could play with them at 
once. 35% reported having more than 100 blocks. 46% reported having 50 or fewer. 18% said they had no blocks at all. 

Use of blocks: 27% of the teachers reported that blocks were used daily in their kindergartens; 26% said they were used once a week; 20% 
said they were never used. 
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Chart B: Classroom Materials in Two Cities Enough materials for most or all children? 



Dramatic play 



Blocks 



Open-ended objects 



Art supplies 



Instructional 

materials 




0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100% 



In Chart B above, figures “for most of the children” and 
“for all children” from Tables 3 and 4 above are combined. 

Approximately four out of five classrooms in both the 
New York and Los Angeles samples did not provide sand 
or water tables for children’s use, even though large ma- 
jorities of the teachers believe such play is important for 
kindergarten children (see teachers’ views below). 

What Are the Obstacles to Play and Playful Learning 
in Kindergarten? 

Teachers were asked to identify the obstacles to play in 
kindergarten. They consistently reported that among 
the main factors working against more opportunities 



for dramatic play, block play, sand and water play, use of 
open-ended objects, and artistic activities in kindergarten 
classrooms was that the prescribed curriculum doesn’t 
incorporate them. Other significant obstacles were lack of 
time, space, and funding. 

When asked to identify the reasons why playful and cre- 
ative activities were not present in some kindergartens, 
teachers consistently reported a conflict between their 
views and their perception of school administrators’ views 
about the importance of dramatic play, block play, and 
sand and water play. Very few teachers said they believed 
that these activities were not important in kindergarten; 
roughly half of the teachers said they perceived the ad- 
ministration as not valuing them. 
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Chart C: Obstacles to Kindergarten Play, New York City 



Block play 



Art activities 



Dramatic play 



Sand/water play 



Outside play 
equipment 

Open-ended 

objects 



0 % 10 % 20 % 30 % 40 % 50 % 60 % 70 % 80 % 



36% 



Tl 32% 



I 57% 



48% 

50% 

48% 



55% 



50% 



45% 





1 34% 
















1 78% 








, J 28% 







50% 



53% 



I I Curriculum does 
not incorporate 

I I Not enough time 

I I Administration 
does not value 



Chart D: Obstacles to Kindergarten Play, Los Angeles 



Block play 



Art activities 



Dramatic play 

Sand/water play 

Outside play 
equipment 

Open-ended 

objects 



0 % 10 % 20 % 30 % 40 % 50 % 60 % 70 % 80 % 




68 % 




53% 



37 % 



23% 



67% 



67% 



I I Curriculum does 
not incorporate 

I I Not enough time 

I I Administration 
does not value 
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Chart E: Perceived Importance of Playful and Creative Activities 

Teachers’ views vs. perceived administration views 



Block play 
Dramatic play 
Sand/water play 
Art activities 

Recess 

Open-ended 
objects 

0 % 10 % 20 % 30 % 40 % 50 % 60 % 



15 % 



51 % 




47 % 



40 % 




35 % 



26 % 



1^ % of teachers who say 
activity is not important 

% of teachers who say 
administrators don’t 
value activity 



Conclusions 

The research studies described in this chapter, because of 
their relatively limited scope, are strongly suggestive but 
not definitive. What they suggest is a crisis that calls for 
action — the restoration in kindergarten of play and play- 
ful learning, methods that have been shown to support 
healthy development and long-term gains in learning. 
Given the seriousness of the situation and its implica- 
tions for the future, it is shocking that research on the 
loss of play and playful learning in kindergarten has until 
now simply not existed. 

Among the recommendations listed in Chapter 8 of this 
report are that the federal government fund the replica- 
tion on a much larger scale of the quantitative studies de- 
scribed above so that a representative sample of teachers 
in many different areas contribute to the full picture of 



current kindergarten practices. In this way trends can 
be monitored and guidelines or policies can be devel- 
oped. In addition, well-designed longitudinal studies are 
needed that compare the outcomes of rich play-based 
approaches in kindergarten education with the outcomes 
of other methods, including those with a heavy emphasis 
on didactic instruction. 



32 CRISIS IN THE KINDERGARTEN 



Alliance for Childhood 



Chapter 3 



Reassessing Standards: The Need for Realistic Guidelines 



At the heart oe good education is the art and science of matching adult expectations 
for children’s achievements with the child’s own ability to reach these goals in healthy ways. 
Unfortunately there is today a significant gap between what the standards dictate and what 
developmental experts recommend for kindergarten children. 



With a new Administration in Washington and an up- 
coming debate on the reauthorization of the No Child 
Left Behind Act, it is helpful to recall A Nation at Risk, the 
1983 document that helped shape contemporary Ameri- 
can education. Its primary message was that American 
education had become moribund. “If an unfriendly 
foreign power had attempted to impose on America the 
mediocre educational performance that exists today,” its 
authors famously wrote, “we might well have viewed it as 
an act of war.” 

A Nation at Risk focused on the reform of high schools 
so that students would be better prepared for college and 
the workplace. It made recommendations in four major 
areas: content, standards, time, and teaching. Regard- 
ing standards, the report said: “We recommend that 
schools, colleges, and universities adopt more rigorous 
and measurable standards, and higher expectations, for 
academic performance and student conduct, and that 



A Nation at Risk promoted high-school 
standards. No one foresaw that 25 
years later kindergarten education 
would be dictated by standards. 



4-year colleges and universities raise their requirements 
for admission. This will help students do their best edu- 
cationally with challenging materials in an environment 
that supports learning and authentic accomplishment.” 

It is unlikely that anyone in 1983 foresaw the long-term 
effects of these recommendations, or of other changes in 
society like the growth of nursery schools and child care 
centers, on the lives of young children 25 years later: a 
radical shift of focus in their education. 

Middle-class parents wanted their children to excel; at the 
same time, there was growing concern that children from 
low-income homes were lagging behind. Both sides came 
to the same conclusion: play was just a waste of time. 
Vivian Gussin Paley writes of this period in the history of 
kindergarten: 

The principles of child development were being rewrit- 
ten, unaccompanied by a huge outcry of disbelief. One 
began to hear the word “boredom” attached to play, 
probably for the first time in human history. It was an 
odd concept to tag on to the single activity children 
loved best, but there was a growing nervousness about 
what was going on (or not going on) in kindergarten. 

The “academic kindergarten” was offered as the antidote 
to boredom and, further confusing our logic and com- 
monsense, children labeled “at risk,” who often had less 
opportunity for play and talk at home, were allowed less 
time for these activities at school as well.^^ 
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A Developmental Approach to Literacy 

It is easiest to see the gulf between adult expectations 
and the realities of children’s development in the area of 
literacy, which has been the subject of much research and 
public concern. The differences between normal expecta- 
tions of emergent readers and some state standards are 
notable. Even when the differences are not great, the 
sheer number of standards in place, and the fact that 
they are no longer guidelines but strict requirements, has 
forced the American kindergarten to become the new 
first grade. 

One of the best descriptions of how literacy develops in 
children between ages three and eight comes from the 
Bank Street College of Education in New York, a highly 
regarded institution for the study of early childhood. 

The Bank Street guidelines differentiate between three 
main stages of literacy development from preschool to 
third grade. In summary, they are: 

A. Emergent readers and writers: pre-kindergarten to 
first grade; 

B. Early readers: first and second grades; 

C. Early fluent /fluent readers: second and third grades. 

While the Bank Street guidelines point out that chil- 
dren develop literacy in somewhat different ways and 
with different timetables, they describe kindergarten 
children, in general, as being emergent readers and writ- 
ers rather than early readers. This is very different from 
today’s prevailing expectations that children will become 
early readers and writers in kindergarten. The Bank 
Street approach enables kindergarten children to de- 
velop a foundation for literacy without straining to meet 
inappropriate demands. 

According to Bank Streefs guidelines, emergent readers 
and writers 

• Understand that written language conveys messages 

• Pretend read and write: they turn pages of books, 
invent the story using pictures and their memory of 
a story 

• Begin to match spoken words with print 



• May know some letter names and some letter sound 
associations 

• May recognize some words and letters in their 
environment or in texts; but not again in a different 
context; they may still be unsure of the concept of 
“word” or “letter” 

• Can write some letters, usually those in their own 
names 

• In writing may reverse some letters, and may use 
mostly uppercase letters 

• May make scribbles or strings of random letters with 
no spaces; one letter may represent a whole word 

• May “read” or attribute meaning to his or her marks; 
may not be able to “re-read” these marks at a later 
time. 



It is much easier for a child to 
become an early reader if he has 
enjoyed being an emerging one 
and feels confident with his 
growing skills. 

In summary, this description means that five-year-olds 
generally have a sense that written language conveys 
meaning, but their grasp of the elements of written 
language is still tentative. The child takes a playful ap- 
proach to written language, pretending to write and read, 
and is able to recognize some words but without great 
consistency. Many cannot yet recognize or write all the 
letters of the alphabet with accuracy and consistency. Of 
great importance is that the child has a growing aware- 
ness of print literacy and feels comfortable with it. Like 
first becoming comfortable with water and then learning 
to swim, it is much easier for a child to become an early 
reader if he has enjoyed being an emerging one and feels 
confident with his growing skills. 
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Play-Based Versus Didactic Methods of Early 
Education 

Long-term studies comparing the effects of play-based 
early education with those of didactic programs with 
intensive instruction are badly needed. The High/Scope 
Preschool Curriculum Comparison Study is one of the 
few exemplary models. It followed preschool children 
until age 23. Similar research by Rebecca Marcon^® fol- 
lowed preschool children until fourth grade. Both found 
that classrooms rich with child-initiated activity, including 
play, were considerably more effective for children from 
low-income backgrounds than didactic education. 

Unfortunately, most of the research on this question 
looks at results only through kindergarten, first, or sec- 
ond grade. This is a grave flaw, because the High/Scope 
and Marcon studies strongly suggest that the benefits of 
play-based early education become visible only after sev- 
eral years. Most preschool and kindergarten interventions 
show some short-term gains in narrowly defined areas, 
but the real test is whether the gains hold up over time. 

Positive short-term results may be misleading in another 
way. They tend to focus on the variables that are easiest 
to measure, like knowledge of the alphabet and decoding 
language skills. “Developing Early Literacy,” a 2009 report 
by the National Early Literacy Panel (NELP), is a prime 
example. NELP’s mission was to identify early interven- 
tions that would lead to long-term literacy. Its meta-analy- 
sis of the studies that met its criteria focused on decoding 
and other discrete skills rather than on more complex 
measures that include rich language experiences. 

A group of leading early childhood experts including 
David K. Dickinson and Susan B. Neuman responded to 
the NELP report as follows: 

We urge the public (curriculum developers, instruc- 
tional designers, teachers, parents, and policymak- 
ers) to not only look at the code skills as they prepare 
preschool agendas, but to also heed the panel’s finding 
on the importance of comprehensive language develop- 
ment, background knowledge and conceptual develop- 
ment in reading readiness and longer-term reading 
skill. Like the expert decoder who can sound-out the 
Hebrew or Greek letters without understanding the 



language and content [that] undergirds these skills, 
children in such a system might mean to read but never 
master reading for meaning. 

Kathleen Kennedy Manzo, in Education Week, summa- 
rized Dickinson’s view that “vocabulary, oral language, 
and background knowledge may not demonstrate their 
value until 3rd or 4th grade when children need to 
comprehend more complex texts and information across 
subject areas.” In the same article, Neuman summed 
up her concerns about the report in this way; “The report 
is all about code, because code is what has been studied, 
but what we know is that code alone is not going to solve 
our educational problems.” 

NELP looked at about 500 studies (having disqualified 
roughly 7,500 that did not meet its criteria) that examined 
a variety of discrete, measurable skills. It did not review 
the effects of providing a language-rich environment. 
Such environments are often full of child-initiated play 
and learning, but their effects are harder to measure than 
those of narrow skills-based approaches. The panel also 
eliminated all qualitative studies from consideration. Yet 
qualitative studies, such as the Sarah Lawrence research 
described in this report, often shed light on subtle but 
crucial aspects of education issues. 

The NELP report did compare some play-based inter- 
ventions with non-play ones. The panel examined 19 
studies in this area. The report concludes “the com- 
parison of studies in which the intervention was more 
fully seated in a play-based activity with studies in 
which the intervention was not particularly play-based 
did not result in significantly different outcomes.” In 
other words, the non-play interventions were not more 



Most kindergarten interventions 
show short-term gains, but the real 
test is whether the gains hold up in 
fourth grade and beyond. 
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effective than the play-based ones. Given the critical 
importance of play in children’ s development and its 
documented decline in children’s lives, this conclusion 
should be taken as a strong endorsement of play-based 
activities in kindergarten. 

Unfortunately, the NELP report is likely to promote 
even more of what young children are already getting: 
long hours in kindergarten and preschool of teacher-led 
instruction in literacy skills and testing — and a dearth of 
child-initiated learning. 

Unrealistic Standards 

The literacy standards for kindergartners in New York 
and California, where the research described in Chapter 2 
took place, offer a mixed picture of adult expectations for 
kindergartners. Many of the standards fit the Bank Street 
guidelines for emerging literacy and, taken one at a time, 
seem reasonable. But the sheer number of standards and 
their specificity is daunting. No wonder teachers spend so 
much of their time trying to meet them. 

At the same time, some of the standards are deeply 
puzzling. Who decided that kindergartners in Califor- 
nia should be able to recognize and name all uppercase 
and lowercase letters of the alphabet^^ and write them 
“independently, attending to the form and proper spac- 
ing of the letters” Emergent readers often can name 
and identify only some letters, and reversing letters is still 
quite normal for them. 

In Tennessee, where parents have complained that their 
kindergarten children are expected to read before enter- 
ing first grade, one of the “accomplishments” listed in 
the state kindergarten standards is that children should 
“read as ‘an emergent reader’ a favorite story with fluent 
intonation and phrasing.”^* This language suggests a 
reading level associated with first- or second-graders, not 
kindergartners. 

By placing these demands in kindergarten, schools force 
teachers to spend most of their time trying to meet them. 
Teachers who recognize the gap between where their chil- 
dren are developmentally and what is required of them 
are in a difficult spot. 



There is a long-established view 
that kindergartners are quite 
different developmentally from 
first-graders and that their 
education should reflect that 
difference. 

for some children, unrealistic standards do no harm. 
There will always be children who become skilled readers 
and writers in preschool or kindergarten, but they are in 
the minority. Their early development should not set the 
standard for all children. Many kindergartners show little 
or no interest in reading but arrive at first grade ready 
and eager to begin mastering written language. 

When policymakers and educators now speak of “school 
readiness” they mean readiness for kindergarten, not 
first grade. But the Bank Street College guidelines tell us 
that it is not until first grade that children generally move 
from being emergent readers to early readers. This fits 
with the long-established view of child development that 
recognizes a significant difference between kindergarten 
children and first-graders and how they learn. 

for generations kindergarten was seen as a child’s 
garden, where faithful gardeners supported children’s 
healthy growth and prepared them for success in school 
and a lifelong love of learning. Americans who are 
obsessed with speed may see this as a hopelessly old- 
fashioned view of school. We refer them to a new coali- 
tion of distinguished educators and thinkers, including 
Linda Darling-Hammond, Deborah Meier, Diane Ravitch, 
Sharon Lynn Kagan, and Susan Neuman, who are work- 
ing toward what they call “a broader, bolder approach” to 
education. They recently called for “every American child 
to arrive at the starting line of first grade [emphasis ours] 
ready and able to learn.” 
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Nurturing, playful kindergartens are not the solution 
to every learning problem. Some children at high risk 
of school failure need more direct attention to their 
problems. More research is needed on the most effec- 
tive approaches and interventions to assure them of the 
success they are entitled to in school. But demanding that 
they meet unrealistic standards has only added to their 
problems. 

Failing Kindergarten 

The bar for kindergarten achievement has been raised 
so that it is essentially at the level of first-grade achieve- 
ment 20 years ago. Some children glide over the new 
bar easily. But many strain to keep up and pay a price. 
Others simply cannot make it. They are the ones who fail 
kindergarten. 

The current fashion is to rely heavily on retention in 
grade to address academic failure. A 2002 California 
report estimated that by ninth grade 30 to 50 percent of 
students have been retained at least once. Retention has 
filtered down to kindergarten, which has seen a rapid in- 
crease in the practice. In Texas, for example, kindergarten 
retention rates rose by two and a half times from 1994 to 
2004, the highest increase of all the elementary grades. 

In North Carolina kindergarten retention doubled be- 
tween 1992 and 2002.^^ (Suspension and expulsion of 
kindergartners are also on the rise; see Chapter 6 for a 
discussion of this issue.) 

Retention raises several troubling issues. One is that it 
happens most often to certain populations. Children are 
more likely to be held back if they have moved often, have 
limited English skills, are minority males, or come from 
low-income backgrounds. They are also more likely to be 



Demanding that children at risk 
of failure meet developmentally 
inappropriate standards has added 
to their problems. 



retained if they are small in stature, or if the parents are 
unwilling or unable to intercede for the child. 

The North Carolina Kindergarten Readiness Issues 
Group surveyed research about retention in kindergarten 
and the lower grades. It concluded: 

Retention in the early elementary grades, especially 
before second grade, is harmful. Students retained in 
first grade have been found to do worse academically 
and socially compared to other low-performing students 
who were not retained. Negative effects have also been 
found for kindergartners who were retained. 

The National Association of School Psychologists identi- 
fied several outcomes associated with retention: “Most 
children do not ‘catch up’ when held back. Although 
some retained students do better at first, these children 
often fall behind again in later grades. Students who are 
held back tend to get into trouble, dislike school, and feel 
badly [sic] about themselves more often than children 
who go on to the next grade.” Being retained increases 
the likelihood of dropping out of school later. “Even more 
staggering is the fact that being held back twice makes 
dropping out of school a virtual certainty.” 

The National Association for the Education of Young 
Children rejected retention as a viable option for young 
children in a 2001 position statement: 

Retention policies should be highly suspect given the 
lack of demonstrated effectiveness and prevalent bias 
against certain groups of children. The current method- 
ology used in selecting students for retention makes it 
impossible to predict accurately who will beneht. Pro- 
retention policies as a strategy for establishing rigor- 
ous academic standards are likely to be self-defeating. 
Lowered expectations developed by parents and teachers 
actually decrease the probability that retained children 
will attain their potential. 

Sam Meisels, president of the Erikson Institute in Chi- 
cago and an expert on the assessment of young children, 
recommends that retention be used rarely, and that new 
approaches to curriculum development, school restruc- 
turing, and student instruction should become the focus 
of academic improvement. 
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Long-term studies that look at the consequences of 
kindergarten retention at fourth grade and beyond are 
needed. Some studies show academic improvements for 
children who are held back, but these are usually in the 
first and second grades. Retained students often do better 
at first but then fall behind in later grades. The U.S. Early 
Childhood Longitudinal Study — Kindergarten Cohort, 
which followed a group of kindergartners from 1998 
through the eighth grade, may yield more information on 
long-term outcomes than is currently available. One study 
using this data showed that reading gains among chil- 
dren retained in kindergarten had disappeared by third 
grade while math gains still were present. 



Retention in kindergarten has 
increased even though research 
indicates that it does not help 
children and can do serious harm. 

Building on Children’s Strengths 

There are alternatives to retention and so-called social 
promotion for children having difficulty in kindergarten. 
The first is to reform kindergarten standards so that they 
become developmentally appropriate guidelines for this 
age group. Then help teachers develop effective kinder- 
garten programs rich in child-initiated play and playful 
learning, where most children can successfully learn and 



grow. There will still be children who need help to suc- 
ceed in kindergarten, but there are many steps that can 
be taken, including one-on-one assistance in school and 
at-home programs with parents. 

Often children who are at risk of school failure are viewed 
only through the lens of what they lack. Their strengths 
also need to be recognized. For instance, while children 
of low-income families frequently have a smaller vocabu- 
lary than children of more affluent families, research 
by the National Institutes of Health has shown that 
they have similar skills in areas such as verbal fluency, 
memory, and social abilities."'^® 

Successful educators of children from low-income fami- 
lies like Deborah Meier, founder of the Central Park East 
schools in East Harlem and the Mission Hill School in 
Boston, often comment on how communicative low-in- 
come children are despite their lower levels of exposure 
to language and books. When educators build on what 
is strong and healthy in children as well as addressing 
deficits, children tend to respond with enthusiasm for 
learning. 

Preschools and kindergartens designed primarily to ad- 
dress deficits look like factory farms or laboratories for 
force-feeding language into children. At the same time, 
children’s ability to use language in their own creative 
play — an especially powerful motivator for learning and 
an important tool for language development — is seri- 
ously curtailed. It is not surprising that such force-feed- 
ing approaches are not yielding the long-term gains they 
promise. 
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Many education policymakers in the U.S. have become convinced that the only 
way to improve public schools is through pervasive and continual measurement of children’ s 
knowledge using standardized tests, with rewards and punishments attached to the results. 
The people who design these policies don’t use the words “rewards” or “punishments.” 
Instead they use words like “accountability” and “incentives.” But under this strict regime, 
in which test results count for almost everything, a more accurate description is “rewards 



and punishments.” 

This approach to solving the complex problems of public 
education comes straight out of business, marketing, and 
mass-production management manuals, which endlessly 
repeat some version of the mantra “what can’t be mea- 
sured can’t be improved. 

New York City school officials, for example, announced 
in late 2007 that all kindergarten children in the city’s 
public schools would be given a standardized l.Q. test to 
determine whether they qualified for “gifted and talented” 
classes. A few months later they announced a plan to 
begin standardized testing of kindergarten, first-, and 
second-grade children as a way to evaluate schools’ effec- 
tiveness. The test scores would become part of a formula, 
already in use, to assign letter grades — A to F — to all of 
the city’s public schools. The scores and grades are then 
used to determine rewards and punishments, including 
cash bonuses for teachers and principals and whether 
principals will be fired and schools shut down. Before 
the new plan was announced, only test results from third 
grade up were counted. 

According to the New York Times, the school system’ s 
chief accountability officer, James S. Liebman, who devel- 
oped the grading system, used the oft-repeated argument 



The results of a standardized test 
at the kindergarten level have only 
a 50-50 chance of being accurate. 

that you wouldn’t expect to treat someone who was sick 
without first taking the person’s temperature. 

But a standardized test is not a thermometer. Thermom- 
eters are generally very accurate and highly reliable. The 
results of a standardized test at the kindergarten level 
are as likely to be misleading as they are to be correct. 
(See below.) 

In the same New York Times article, Lorrie Shepard, dean 
of the School of Education at the University of Colorado 
at Boulder, commented on New York City’s testing plan: 

It sounds like a downward extension of whatever’ s good, 
but also whaf s bad about standardized testing in the 
higher grades, with more risk because we know that 
standardized testing isn’t appropriate at those ages. Now 
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they're venturing into territory where many more people 
say that the negative will far outweigh any positive.^"'' 

Why have the people running our public schools 
become so committed to testing? Social critic Stephen 
Metcalf explains: 

For its most conservative enthusiasts, testing makes 
sense as a lone solution to school failure because, they 
insist, adequate resources are already in place, and only 
the threat of exposure and censure is necessary for 
schools to succeed. ... Liberal faddishness, not chronic 
underfunding of poorer schools or child poverty itself, 
is blamed for underachievement: “Child-centered” 
education, “progressive” education or “whole lan- 
guage” — each has been singled out as a social menace 
that can be vanquished only by applying a more ratio- 
nal, results-oriented and business-minded approach to 
public education. 

These results-oriented policies may work in the business 
arena (although recent events in the banking and finance 
industries cast serious doubt on that idea) and they cer- 
tainly win votes for politicians. But do they work in public 
schools? Do they actually help children, particularly those 
from low-income families, as their proponents claim? 

New York City’s “Success”: Reassessing the 
Numbers 

New York City Mayor Michael Bloomberg and Schools 
Chancellor Joel Klein appeared before the U.S. House 
Committee on Education and Labor in July 2008 and 
presented their evidence that New York's testing and 
accountability policies had substantially closed the 
achievement gaps between white and minority children 
in math and reading at the fourth-grade and eighth- 
grade levels. The Mayor claimed that in some cases the 
gap was cut in half."^^ 

But Jennifer Jennings of Columbia University and Sher- 
man Dorn of the University of South Florida, writing in 
Teachers College Record, paint a different picture: 

Bloomberg and Klein’s assertion was based on differenc- 
es in the proficiency rate, or the percentages of students 
meeting the cut score that New York State defines as 
proficient. But proficiency is a misleading and inaccu- 



rate way to measure achievement gaps, though politi- 
cal actors often prefer to employ this metric because 
it paints a more positive picture of progress than truly 
exists. ... [T]he problem is that we cannot differentiate 
between students who just made it over the proficiency 
bar and those who scored well above it. Proficiency rates 
can increase substantially by moving a small number 
of kids up a few points — just enough to clear the cut 
score — or by shifting the cut score itself down. But 
African American and Hispanic students may still lag 
far behind their white and Asian peers even as their 
proficiency rates increase. 

Another way to assess gains and losses in student learn- 
ing is to look at New York's scores on the National As- 
sessment of Educational Progress, tests that are given to 
fourth- and eighth-graders across the country. Jennings 
and Dorn report that when the National Center for Educa- 
tional Statistics analyzed changes in New York scores 
relative to the gap between African American and white 
students or Hispanic and white students, they found no 
statistically significant changes between 2003 and 2007, 
the time period during which Bloomberg and Klein have 
run the city's public schools. 

Testing Young Children: Caution 

Rigid testing policies do not make sense in early child- 
hood education. Standardized testing of children under 
age eight, when used to make significant decisions about 
the child’s education, is in direct conflict with the profes- 
sional standards of every educational testing organization. 

Why has there been no general outcry against these prac- 
tices from educators? Some of them are unaware of the 
professional standards on testing young children. (One- 
third of the Los Angeles kindergarten teachers in the 
study described in Chapter 2 of this report had not taken 
even one course in early childhood education or child 
development.) Those who are aware of the standards are 
reluctant to speak out because they are literally afraid of 
losing their jobs. 

The National Association for the Education of Young Chil- 
dren (NAEYC) cautioned against most forms of testing 
before the age of eight as early as 1987. The NAEYC rec- 
ommended that children’s progress be judged by the use 
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Kindergarten teachers in New York 
and Los Angeles said they spend 
20-30 minutes per day preparing 
children for or giving them tests. 

of developmentally appropriate practices such as informal 
assessments, including teacher observations and work as- 
sessments or portfolios, and not by standardized tests. 

The most recent revision (2000) of the position statement 
on testing developed by the National Association of Early 
Childhood Specialists in State Departments of Education 
and adopted by the NAEYC states: 

A major problem with kindergarten tests is that relatively 
few meet acceptable standards of reliability and validity. 
Based on several widely used tests, the probability of a 
child being misplaced is fifty percent — the same odds 
as dipping a coin. The burden of proof is on educational 
and testing professions to justify the decisions they make 
in the selection or creation of screening instruments. 
Otherwise, educators are left speculating about what the 
results mean. Flawed results lead to flawed decisions, 
wasted tax dollars, and misdiagnosed children. 

Some policymakers argue that standardized tests are 
preferable to assessments that require teacher observa- 
tions or a review of students’ work because the latter 
methods take too much time. But the evidence from New 
York and Los Angeles that kindergarten teachers spend 
20 to 30 minutes per day preparing children for tests or 
giving the tests (cited in Chapter 2 of this report) suggests 
that they may in fact be devoting more time to testing 
than are teachers using observational or work-sampling 
assessments. These data, combined with the widely held 
view that standardized testing of children under age eight 
lacks validity and is unreliable, argue against standard- 
ized testing and in favor of other methods of assessment 
in kindergarten. 

Kindergarten teachers in Clark County, Nevada have 
become so concerned about the amount of time they 



must spend testing children that they have organized an 
advocacy group. United Kindergarten Teachers of Las Ve- 
gas, to try to influence education policymakers. The goals 
of the group, according to its web site, “are to reduce the 
number of instructional days lost to assessment, reduce 
class size, and have a return to the implementation of 
developmentally appropriate standards. 

The National Association of School Psychologists issued 
a position paper on early childhood assessment in 2005, 
stating that “evidence from research and practice in early 
childhood assessment indicates that issues of techni- 
cal adequacy are more difficult to address with young 
children who have little test-taking experience, short 
attention spans, and whose development is rapid and 
variable. 

The Association for Childhood Education International 
went even further, stating “unequivocally the belief that 
all testing of young children in preschool and grades 
K-2 ... should cease. It noted that standardized testing 
in the early years causes stress, does not provide useful 
information, leads to harmful tracking and labeling of 
children, causes teaching to the test, and fails to set con- 
ditions for cooperative learning and problem-solving.^'^ 

High Stakes and Inappropriate Expectations 

In the late 1990s, responding to growing concerns about 
the negative effects of testing on children. Congress 
charged the National Research Council (NRC) with the 
task of studying the appropriate and inappropriate uses 
of standardized tests. The study committee’s exhaus- 
tive report, published in 1999 with the title High Stakes, 
included the following statements regarding the testing 
of young children: 

Problems of test validity are greatest among young chil- 
dren, and there is a greater risk of error when such tests 
are employed to make significant educational decisions 
about children who are less than 8 years old or below 
grade 3 — or about their schools. However, well-designed 
assessments may be useful in monitoring trends in the 
educational development of populations of students 
who have reached age 5.^^ 

Recommendation: In general, large-scale assessments 
should not be used to make high-stakes decisions 
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about students who are less than 8 years old or 
enrolled below grade 3.^^ 

Anyone who has participated in the administration of 
standardized tests to five-year-olds understands the wis- 
dom of this conclusion. Many kindergarten-age children 
are simply not mature enough to concentrate on the pro- 
cess of understanding and answering scripted questions 
within the time limits set by these assessments. They are 
even more affected than older children by the sense of 
portentous consequences that such testing entails. The 
same child may score well on a particular test on one day 
and fail the same test miserably the next day because of 
illness, apprehension, unexpected events, or out-of-school 
conditions that the test administrator is unaware of. 

It is particularly unacceptable for standardized tests to 
be used as the primary source of information in making 
decisions about placing children in special education pro- 
grams. Labeling children as learning disabled or hyperac- 
tive, for instance, requires complex methods of assess- 
ment. Symptoms of these conditions can in many cases 
be caused by inappropriate expectations of children who 
are being pushed to succeed at tasks they are develop- 
mentally unprepared for (see Chapter 3). We must always 
ask this question: To what extent is this child responding 
to an inappropriate form of education? 

A new report from the NRC, issued in August 2008, 
specifically addresses the use of assessments with young 
children from birth to age five. It urges “extreme caution” 
in basing high-stakes decisions, like cutting funding for 
programs or determining that a child has a disability, on 
assessments of young children: 

Following the best possible assessment practices is 
especially crucial in cases in which assessment can 
have significant consequences for children, teachers, 
or programs. The 1999 NRC report High Stakes: Testing 
for Tracking, Promotion, and Graduation urged extreme 
caution in basing high-stakes decisions on assessment 
outcomes, and we conclude that even more extreme 
caution is needed when dealing with young children 
from birth to age 5 and with the early care and educa- 
tion system. We emphasize that a primary purpose 
of assessing children or classrooms is to improve the 



quality of early childhood care and education by identi- 
fying where more support, professional development, 
or funding is needed and by providing classroom per- 
sonnel with tools to track children’s growth and adjust 

S7 

instruction. 

The report also concludes that the No Child Left Behind 
model of testing literacy and math skills, or any other ex- 
plicitly defined academic content, is inappropriate in early 
education, because “well-defined academic content areas 
are not characteristic of excellent care and education for 
younger children.”^* 

Further, the report states that negative consequences for 
children, teachers, or schools based on assessments of 
children should happen only if the teachers have received 
adequate support, professional development, and re- 
sources to meet expectations, and if the level of children’s 
development when they entered the program has been 
taken into account. Child assessment results should 
never be the only information considered. And a program 
should not be closed or restructured if doing so would 
have “worse consequences for children than leaving it 
open,” the report adds.^^ 

The Alliance for Childhood believes that the conclusions 
of the 2008 NRC report apply to kindergarten children, 
teachers, and programs to the exact same degree that 
they apply in preschool. The committee, chaired by 
Professor Catherine Snow of Harvard, warned that some 
assessments commonly used by schools have been tested 
only with populations that are not representative of the 
diverse backgrounds, experiences, and needs of children 
in today's early childhood programs. In particular, many 
existing tests have not demonstrated their validity for 
assessing young children with special needs and those 
for whom English is a second language.^® This caution 
applies to the tests being used in kindergarten as well. 

Finally, the NRC committee wrote, programs should be 
evaluated not only on how they affect academic skills but 
also on whether they improve other important aspects 
of children’ s development, such as social and emotional 
skills. Tools for assessing other abilities such as problem- 
solving and creativity remain underdeveloped.^^ 



42 CRISIS IN THE KINDERGARTEN 



Alliance for Childhood 



Chapter 5 



The Scripted Kindergarten: What the Research Tells Us 



m 

By its very nature, authentic child-initiated play does not follow a script. It is spontane- 
ous and ever-changing. Thus it is especially important to take note of the increasing amount 
of scripted teaching that is taking place in U.S. kindergartens. 



In scripted classrooms teachers must follow a highly 
regimented and invariable routine — literally, a script — in 
which prescribed activities and words are used and others 
are prohibited. The lessons are linked to standardized 
tests given at frequent intervals to measure children’s 
progress in learning the approved facts and skills. 

Advocates of scripted teaching argue that systemic 
change, especially in urban schools, won’t happen unless 
teachers know exactly what is expected of them. Eric 
Smith, former superintendent of the Charlotte-Mecklen- 
burg school district in North Carolina and a proponent 
of scripted curricula, says that, because of the diversity of 
experience among teachers, it is “the job of the super- 
intendent of schools to bring that kind of clarity to the 
classroom and give the teachers the strategies that will 
help them to be successful.”^^ 

Critics of scripted teaching argue that it undermines 
teacher-student relationships and is based on a simplistic 
and flawed model of how young children learn. Lawrence 
Schweinhart and the late David Weikart of the High/ 
Scope Educational Research Foundation, in a critique of 
Direct Instruction, an early scripted curriculum, wrote: 
“Direct Instruction ... seeks to transfer information rather 
than encourage problem-solving, discovery, or curiosity. 
Adults are authorities who tell children what to do and 
what to think, rather than guides who assist children in 
puzzling through situations and deciding for themselves 
what they should do.”^^ 



What does scripted teaching actually look like? One 
teacher described it this way: 

Imagine walking down the halls of your school and 
hearing the same sentences read, the same questions 
asked, and the same teacher comments coming from 
each classroom. “Impossible,” you say to yourself. 

“This could not possibly be happening.” But it is. This 
scenario is becoming more and more commonplace 
throughout schools in the United States as scripted cur- 
riculum materials are implemented more widely. 

Given how prevalent scripted curricula have become in 
kindergartens®^ and elementary classrooms — and even in 
preschools — it is remarkable how uninformed Americans 
are about their existence. This is probably because they 
are used primarily in schools serving large numbers of 
children from low-income families. It is hard to imagine 



In scripted classrooms teachers 
must follow a highly regimented 
and invariable routine in which 
some activities and words are 
required and others are prohibited. 
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more affluent parents accepting such an approach for 
their children. 

The modern trend toward scripted education began with 
Siegfried Engelmann and Carl Bereiter in the 1960s. 

Their program, originally called DISTAR (Direct In- 
struction System for Teaching Arithmetic and Reading) 
and later renamed Direct Instruction, was one of three 
approaches studied by the High/Scope Educational Re- 
search Eoundation in its important Preschool Curriculum 
Comparison Study. 

The study randomly assigned 68 at-risk children from 
low-income homes to one of three programs. DISTAR 
was used in one classroom; the other two were a tradi- 
tional nursery school and a High/Scope preschool, both 
with a strong emphasis on child-initiated activity. At first, 
the three approaches seemed equally sound. Children’s 
l.Q. scores in all three groups rose by 27 points, and other 
gains were also documented. 

But after a year or two, significant differences began to 
appear. By age 15 the youngsters who had attended the 
DISTAR program self-reported twice as many delinquent 
acts as those in the other two groups. They also reported 
“relatively poor relations with their families, less par- 
ticipation in sports, fewer school job appointments, and 
less reaching out to others for help with personal prob- 
lems.”^® The follow-up continued until the subjects were 
23 years old. The researchers concluded: 

Findings at age 23 continue to support the conclusion 
that the High/Scope and Nursery School groups are bet- 
ter off than the Direct Instruction group in a variety of 
ways. Either the High/Scope group, the Nursery School 
group, or both, show statistically significant advantages 
over the Direct Instruction group on 17 variables. Most 
important, compared with the Direct Instmction Group, 
the High/Scope and Nursery School groups have had 
significantly fewer felony arrests of various kinds and 
fewer years of special education for emotional impair- 
ment. In addition, compared with the Direct Instruc- 
tion group, the High/Scope group aspires to complete 
a higher level of schooling, and has more members 
living with their spouses. It thus appears that preschool 
programs that promote child-initiated activities (such as 
the High/Scope and Nursery School programs) seem to 



In scripted teaching, “adults are 
authorities who tell children what 
to do and what to think, rather 
than guides who assist children in 
puzzling through situations and 
deciding for themselves what they 
should do.” 

— Lawrence Schweinhart & David Weikart 



contribute to the development of an individual’s sense 
of personal and social responsibility.®^ 

During the 1970s and ’80s the scripted method lost 
ground in favor of child-initiated learning, but as didactic 
instruction became more popular during thel990s, edu- 
cators again looked toward scripted teaching. It seemed 
to be more effective than other didactic approaches. But 
there is little valid research to support this view. The 
Promising Practices Network (PPN), a division of RAND 
Corporation, assesses research on educational practices. 

It found that nearly 100 studies of Direct Instruction had 
been done since the 1960s; all but 20 of them failed to 
meet PPN standards for methodological rigor. Of these 
20, only four showed positive effects of Direct Instruction 
compared to other programs; eight showed mixed results, 
and four found no significant results.®* 

Margaret Moustafa and Robert Land of California State 
University in Los Angeles conducted a large-scale study 
of southern California schools serving a majority of chil- 
dren from low-income families. They looked at the test 
results of nearly 100,000 children in 183 schools that used 
scripted curricula (either Open Court or Success for All) 
and compared them with test results from schools using 
non-scripted curricula between 1999 and 2001. 

They pointed out that their results need to be under- 
stood in the broader context of interpreting high-stakes 
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Standardized test scores. Many researchers have noted 
that after a new test is introduced scores at first fall and 
then tend to rise steadily from year to year. Thus Califor- 
nia schools saw a steady rise in scores on the Stanford 
Achievement Test (SAT 9) during the years in which it 
was given. Within this rising pattern, Moustafa and Land 
found that the percentage of children scoring at or above 
the 50th percentile was (1) lower in schools with scripted 
programs than in schools with unscripted programs; (2) 
lower in schools with fewer credentialed teachers than in 
schools with more credentialed teachers; and (3) low- 
est in schools with fewer credentialed teachers and with 
scripted programs. 

Students who went to playful 
preschools had significantly fewer 
felony arrests and fewer years of 
special education for emotional 
impairment than similar students 
who went to a didactic, scripted- 
teaching preschool. 

In a separate analysis of the Open Court Reading pro- 
gram (which is used hy the great majority of the Los 
Angeles kindergarten teachers who participated in the 
U.C.L.A. study reported in Chapter 2 of this report) the 
researchers summarized their findings as follows: 

Altogether, the outcomes in the Alief, Inglewood, and 
Los Angeles school districts suggest that Open Court 
limits what children are able to achieve in literacy 
relative to what they are able to achieve via many other 
programs. The outcomes support the professional judg- 
ment of the reading/language arts teacher specialists 
on California’s 1996 Instructional Resources Evaluation 
Panel who recommended Open Court not be placed on 
California’s textbook adoption list. Finally, we find no 
jushficahon in sacrificing instruction in other core cur- 
ricular areas to implement Open Court7^ 



The case for scripted teaching suffered further blows 
when the Department of Education’s own Institute of Ed- 
ucation Sciences (lES) reviewed 30 studies of Open Court 
Reading that were published or released between 1985 
and 2007. It found that none of the studies met its evi- 
dence standards and therefore could not be used to draw 
conclusions about the effectiveness of the program. 

A separate study by lES of Reading Eirst, a federal pro- 
gram that committed $6 billion over six years to ensure 
that schools serving low-income families would use 
literacy programs in kindergarten through grade three 
that were proven successful, found that its programs, 
including Open Court, did not yield gains on the most 
important of Reading Eirsfs five goals: comprehension of 
written material. While decoding skills did increase in 
the early grades, comprehension did not. Decoding skills 
are easier to teach and measure than more important 
aspects of literacy such as comprehension. 

Education Week summarized the lES findings this way 
“While more time is spent on reading instruction and 
professional development in schools that received Read- 
ing Eirst grants than in comparison schools, students in 
participating schools are no more likely to become profi- 
cient readers, even after several years with the extended 
instruction, the study found.”^^ 

An earlier report by the governmenf s General Account- 
ability Office had revealed corrupt practices in the com- 
mittee that decided which curricula should be funded 
under Reading Eirst. It found that at least three commit- 
tee members received royalties or profits from curricula 
they helped develop and then chose for the list of ap- 
proved programs. With the federal government giving 
out a billion dollars a year for such programs, the stakes 
are indeed high. 



Scripted teaching is a vast 
experiment with virtually no basis 
in valid research. 
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Play is one of the vital signs of health in children.” Parents intuitively recognize this 
and often describe the severity of a child’s illness by how much he is able to play. When a child 
is very ill, play ceases. It returns when the child is well again. 



If play is such a strong indicator of children’s well-being, 
what happens when children grow up without adequate 
opportunities for play.^ How does this affect their imme- 
diate and long-term health, both physical and mental? 

The American Academy of Pediatrics expressed concern 
about the demise of play in a clinical report issued in Oc- 
tober 2006. Its recommendations included the following: 

Pediatricians can promote free play as a healthy, essen- 
tial part of childhood. They should recommend that all 
children are afforded ample, unscheduled, independent, 
nonscreen time to be creative, to reflect, and to decom- 
press. They should emphasize that although parents can 
certainly monitor play for safety, a large proportion of 
play should be child-driven rather than adult-directed. 

Pediatricians should emphasize the advantages of active 
play and discourage parents from the overuse of passive 
entertainment (e.g., television and computer games). 

Pediatricians should emphasize that active child-cen- 
tered play is a time-tested way of producing healthy, fit 
young bodies.” 

Parents and other professionals who work with children 
should be in partnership with doctors in advocating 
for play. The United States can learn from the United 
Kingdom, where play is taken seriously and where the 
profession of playwork is well established. Thousands of 
highly skilled U.K. playworkers work with children of all 
ages and all abilities in a wide range of settings: adven- 



ture playgrounds, parks, schools, and other places where 
children gather and play. With organizations such as 
Play England and Play Wales, playworkers advocate for 
play and advise their governments — which have national 
policies for play. 



Many health professionals see 
a link between the decline in 
active outdoor play and the rise in 
childhood obesity. 

Nonetheless, play is threatened in the U.K. — as it is in 
the U.S. — for a variety of reasons. In 2006 the London 
Telegraph published an open letter signed by 110 educa- 
tors, health professionals, and childhood advocates wor- 
ried about a marked decline in children’s health. “We are 
deeply concerned at the escalating incidence of childhood 
depression and children’s behavioral and developmen- 
tal conditions,” they wrote. A follow-up letter in 2007, 
signed by nearly 300 educators, authors, and advocates, 
focused on the need for more play to reverse the deterio- 
ration of children’s well-being: “We believe that a key fac- 
tor in this disturbing trend is the marked decline over the 
last 15 years in children’s play.” It added, “Real play — so- 
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dally interactive, firsthand, loosely supervised — has 
always been a vital part of children’ s development, and its 
loss could have serious implications.” 

What are some of those implications? Many health pro- 
fessionals see a link between the decline in active outdoor 
play and the rise in childhood obesity. A typical school- 
aged child today spends four to six hours with high-tech 
media, most of it indoors, and less than one hour 
outdoors in non-sports activities.^® 

Research on the link between declining play and obesity 
is badly needed, but one study sheds light on the issue. 
The Harvard Heart Letter published data on the number 
of calories burned by adults of different weights in a 
wide range of physical activities. An adult weighing 125 
pounds playing children’s games like hopscotch or jacks, 
for example, burns 150 calories in 30 minutes. This is 
less than running or bicycling but considerably more 
than sitting in front of a screen, which burns only 23 
calories in the same amount of time.*’^ 

It is thus not surprising that childhood obesity is on the 
rise. Because of obesity-related problems such as high 
blood pressure and diabetes, doctors now warn that 
today's children may be the first generation in 200 years 
to have a shorter lifespan than their parents.*^ 

Another area of concern is the rise in mental illness 
among children. Again, we know of no solid research 
linking the demise of play with this increase, but given 
the many ways that play strengthens the social and emo- 
tional life of children and relieves stress, it is likely that 
its decline contributes to mental problems. 

The overall picture of children’s mental health is summa- 
rized by psychologist Sharna Olfman in this way: 

The number of American children being diagnosed 
with psychiatric illnesses has soared over the past de- 
cade and a half. The National Institute of Mental Health 
(NIMH) estimates that today one in ten children and 
adolescents in the United States “suffers from mental 
illness severe enough to result in significant functional 
impairment.” During this same time period, psychotro- 
pic drugs have become the treatment of first choice rath- 
er than the treatment of last resort. Recent years have 



witnessed a threefold increase in the use of psychotropic 
medications among patients under twenty years of age, 
and prescriptions for preschoolers have been skyrocket- 
ing. Over 10 million children and adolescents are cur- 
rently on antidepressants, and about 5 million children 
are taking stimulant medications such as Ritalin.*^ 

A 2009 study by University of Missouri researchers 
tracked first-grade girls until seventh grade. They found 
links between students’ weak academic performance in 
the first grade, self-perception in the sixth grade, and 
depression symptoms in the seventh grade: 

“We found that students in the first grade who strug- 
gled academically with core subjects, including reading 
and math, later displayed negative self-perceptions and 
symptoms of depression in sixth and seventh grade, 
respectively,” said Keith Herman, associate professor 
of education. ...“Often, children with poor academic 
skills believe they have less influence on important 
outcomes in their life. Poor academic skills can influ- 
ence how children view themselves as students and as 
social beings.”*'^ 

The researchers advise that the curriculum be broad- 
ened so that children who excel in nonacademic areas 
also have a chance to show their skills in interpersonal 
relations, athletics, and music. We would add play to that 
list. Children of all ages, but especially younger ones, 
need a broad-based curriculum that includes play, recess, 
the arts, and a wide range of activities that allow the full 
scope of a child’s capacities to blossom. 



Kindergarten aggression came 
to wide public attention in 2007 
when an elementary school in 
Florida called the police to arrest 
a kindergartner for throwing a 
flailing, kicking tantrum. 
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If one in ten children suffers from mental illness, then in 
a typical classroom we can expect two or three children to 
be suffering in this way, often untreated. We need to be 
especially careful about adding stress to their lives. Some 
stress cannot be avoided, but stress related to inappropri- 
ate educational goals can be avoided. 

Romper Room to Raging Kindergartners 

We believe that current kindergarten conditions are 
contributing to high levels of frustration, stress, and even 
aggression in kindergartners. Research on these prob- 
lems is badly needed, but a growing number of studies 
and anecdotal reports point to a clear increase in serious 
behavioral problems among kindergartners. Many experts 
see a probable link between extreme behaviors and the 
pressures of testing and unreasonable expectations. 

Kindergarten aggression came to wide public attention in 
2007 when an elementary school in Florida called the po- 
lice to arrest a kindergartner for throwing a flailing, kick- 
ing tantrum. She was handcuffed, charged with a felony 
(battery on a school official), fingerprinted, and taken to 
jail. When Bob Herbert of the New York Times said to the 
police chief, “But she was six,” the chief replied, “Do you 
think this is the first six-year-old we’ve arrested?”*^ 

Most school administrators find alternatives to calling the 
police when a young child becomes violent. But the prob- 
lem of kindergarten rage is getting worse. The Hartford 
Courant reported that Connecticut students in the earliest 
grades, including kindergarten, are increasingly behav- 
ing in ways that pose physical threats to themselves and 
others.*^ Connecticut schools suspended or expelled 901 
kindergartners for fighting, defiance, or temper tantrums 
in 2002; this was almost twice as many as in 2000.*^ 

One New Haven school official attributed the spike in vio- 
lence among young children to the increasing emphasis 
on standardized testing and the elimination of time for 
recess, gym, and other chances to play. “Ifs not like it was 
when we were kids, when you could expect to have an 
hour or so every day to play and explore,” she said. “That 
kind of time just isn’t there anymore.”®* 

The Mayor’s Commission for Children in Springfield, 
Missouri responded to reports of increased aggression 



in kindergarten classrooms by studying the situation in 
some depth. In 2005 the commission sent questionnaires 
to all kindergarten teachers and elementary school princi- 
pals in Springfield and neighboring Republic, Missouri, 
a total of 146 educators. Nearly 96 percent responded. Of 
these, about 75 percent said that they were seeing increas- 
es in aggression in their classrooms. Teachers reported 
that an average of 15 percent of their time was spent 
managing aggressive behavior in the classroom.®^ 

A Time magazine article in 2003 linked aggressive behav- 
iors with rising academic pressure in kindergarten and 
first grade in anticipation of the yearly tests demanded 
by the No Child Left Behind Act. Stephen Hinshaw, a 
professor of psychology at the University of California, 
Berkeley and an expert in hyperactive disorders, spoke 
of the need for a broad-based kindergarten approach: 
“Even more vital than early reading is the learning of play 
skills, which form the foundation of cognitive skills,” he 
said. He pointed out that in Europe children are often not 
taught to read until age seven. “Insisting that they read at 
5,” he said, “puts undue pressure on a child.”^° 

Psychiatrist Bruce Perry, an expert on childhood trauma 
and stress, sees a downward trend in children’s overall 
emotional health. Children who are chronologically six 
years old are showing up in school with the “emotional 
experience you would expect of a three-year-old,” he told 



Too many schools place a double 
burden on young children. 

First, they heighten their 
stress by demanding that they 
master material beyond their 
developmental level. Then they 
deprive children of their chief 
means of dealing with that stress — 
creative play. 
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Time’s Claudia Wallis. “Imagine a child with the terrible 
twos in a six-year-old body. It’s a huge problem in educa- 
tion and mental-health circles. 

Given the high rates of mental illness and/or aggres- 
sive behavior among young children today, it is criti- 
cally important that early education practices promote 
physical and emotional health and not exacerbate illness. 
But too many schools today are placing a double bur- 
den on young children: First, they heighten their stress 
levels by demanding that they master material that is 
often beyond their developmental level. Then they de- 
prive children of their chief means of dealing with that 
stress — creative play. 

Addressing Kindergarten Aggression 

Aggression and other behavioral difficulties are also 
showing up in preschool classrooms. Dr. Walter Gil- 
liam of Yale University surveyed preschools in 40 states 
and found expulsion rates were three times higher than 
national rates for grades K-12. In addition, he found that 
4.5 times as many boys as girls were being expelled. 

Journalist Peg Tyre, author of the book The Trouble with 
Boys, summarizes the research on the problems young 
boys face in schools: 

The way we educate our children and the messages they 
get from the community have changed a great deal in 
the last 15 years. I’ve come to believe from my research 
... that many of these changes — although well-inten- 
tioned — have been bad for boys. Little children get less 
and less unstructured free time. In school, we’ve had an 
acceleration of academics, a narrowing of the curricu- 
lum and, in an effort to boost test scores, many schools 
have a schedule that isn’t in line with what is develop- 
mentally appropriate for lots of children, especially boys. 
In our post-Columbine world, there is also less toler- 
ance for boy behavior. Anti-violence policies, which are 
good, have evolved into anti-fantasy- violence policies, 
which I think deny boys (who, for better or worse, think 
and play a lot around violence) a chance to be their 
authentic selves in school.^^ 

What happens to young children who display serious 
behavioral problems in preschools and kindergartens? 

In Texas they are sent to special schools for children with 



Preschool expulsion rates are three 
times higher than national rates 
for grades K-i2, and boys are 
being expelled 4-5 times more 
often than girls. 

severe disciplinary problems, and may remain there for 
many years. Texas Appleseed, a public interest law center, 
reported in 2007 that over a five-year period “110 school 
districts in Texas have referred pre-k and kindergarten 
children to Disciplinary Alternative Education Programs 
(DAEPs), despite a statutory ban on placement of chil- 
dren under the age of 6 into these programs unless they 
have brought a firearm to school. 

Texas Appleseed studied the pathway from school to 
prison and found that placement in a DAEP considerably 
increased a youngster’s likelihood of later going to prison. 
It would seem absurd to talk about prison and kinder- 
garten in the same breath were it not for two things: 

Eirst, the High/ Scope Educational Research Eoundation 
found years ago that low-income children who attended a 
scripted preschool program later had higher incarceration 
rates than those attending programs with more play and 
hands-on experiential learning. 

Second, some states now predict the number of prison 
cells they will need by looking at the number of children 
who fail the third-grade reading tests — so closely aligned 
is failure to learn to read linked with incarceration. The 
latter fact makes many push for higher reading stan- 
dards at younger ages. But, again, there is no research 
evidence that moving first-grade reading expectations 
into kindergarten has any long-term positive effect on 
comprehension or developing a love of reading. Play and 
playful learning in rich early education environments that 
include oral and print literacy and are supported by good 
teachers offer a much greater likelihood of success. See 
the discussion of research on this issue in Ghapter 1, in- 
cluding the summary of findings in A Mandate for Playful 
Learning in Preschool 
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Some states now predict the 
number of prison cells they will 
need by looking at the number of 
children who fail the third-grade 
reading tests. 

A Call to Action on the Education of Young Children 
issued by the Alliance for Childhood in 2005 expressed 
serious concern about the ways early childhood education 
was contributing to pressure and stress in children’s lives. 
The statement was signed by Howard Gardner, Daniel 
Coleman, Jane Goodall, David Elkind, Linda Darling- 
Hammond, and hundreds of others. It reads, in part: 

... current trends in early education policy and practice 
heighten pressure and stress in children’s lives, which 
can contribute to behavioral and learning problems. 



We call for research on the causes of increased levels of anger, 
misbehavior, and school expulsion among young children 

One way researchers gauge anxiety in children is to 
measure how sweaty the children’ s palms are. In one 
study of anxious children, those who were allowed 
to engage in make-believe play showed lower stress 
levels than those who were not allowed to play.^^ This 
clinical finding confirms what most observant parents 
and teachers of young children have known for a long 
time — that it is through open-ended play that children 
work through and make sense of scary, confusing, and 
frustrating experiences. 

In medicine a guiding principle is “First, do no harm.” 
The same should apply in education. Current early 
childhood practices are almost certainly doing harm to 
many children. These practices must be changed. The 
beauty of good education is that, like good medicine, it 
can promote healing. A healthy education addresses the 
full range of a child’s needs — physical, social, emotion- 
al, and cognitive — and can help to restore balance to a 
child’s life. 
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Creating the Playful Kindergarten: 
Ideas for Educators and Policymakers 



In general, child-initiated play has eallen out oe eavor as a foundation for 
learning in kindergarten. Yet the evidence supporting its central role is abundant. Teachers 
and administrators must understand what play offers young children and be able to speak 
clearly about it. Parents also need to be well informed. “Play has to be reframed and seen not 
as an opposite to work but rather as a complement,” says psychologist David Elkind. “Curios- 
ity, imagination, and creativity are like muscles: if you don’t use them, you lose them.”'^'' 



Vivian Gussin Paley, the MacArthur Award-winning 
author of numerous books in which children’s voices at 
play are beautifully captured, recommends keeping daily 
journals of what children say and do during their play. 
These observations can help convince others of the value 
of play — and of the time required for it to flower: 

We continue to call play the work of young children 
while reducing its appearance to brief interludes. There 
is barely time to develop a plot or transform a bad guy 
into a hero. The educational establishment has ceased 
admiring the stunning originality of its youngest 
students, preferring lists of numerical and alphabetical 
achievement goals. ... Having not listened carefully 
enough to their play, we did not realize how much time 
was needed by children in order to create the scenery 
and develop the skills for their ever-changing dramas. 

We removed the element — hme — that enabled play to 
be effective, then blamed the children when their play 
skills did not meet our expectations.^®^ 

Elena Bodrova and Deborah Leong, early childhood 
researchers who developed the “Tools of the Mind” 
curriculum, summarize the abundant research docu- 
menting the benefits of play and the developmental 
gains associated with it: 



Play has been of great interest to scholars of child 
development and learning, psychologists, and educators 
alike. Jean Piaget (1962) and Lev Vygotsky (1978) were 
among the first to link play with cognitive development. 
In a comprehensive review of numerous studies on 
play, researchers found evidence that play contributes to 
advances in “verbalization, vocabulary, language com- 
prehension, attention span, imagination, concentration, 
impulse control, curiosity, problem-solving strategies, 
cooperation, empathy, and group participation.”’^®^ ... 
Further, research directly links play to children’s ability 
to master such academic content as literacy and numer- 
acy. For example, children’s engagement in pretend play 
was found to be positively and significantly correlated 
with such competencies as text comprehension and 



Research directly links play to 
children’s ability to master such 
academic content as literacy and 
numeracy. 
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metalinguistic awareness and with an understanding of 
the purpose of reading and writing. 

Integrating Child-Directed Play and Focused Learning 
Through Play 

The playful kindergarten relies on child-initiated play 
with the active presence of a teacher, combined with in- 
tentional teaching through playful learning, the arts, and 
other hands-on experiences. The line between child-initi- 
ated play and engagement with playful teacher-led activity 
is sometimes distinct and sometimes thin and porous. 
The two can reinforce each other, such as when teachers 
present stories and other activities that inspire the play- 
ful imagination. In contrast, the more didactic instruc- 
tion becomes, the more detached it tends to be from the 
child’s deep-rooted ways of learning. 

The authors of A Mandate for Playful Learning in Preschool 
summarize their review of the research as follows: 

[BJothfree play and playful learning should command a 
central role in high-quality education for preschoolers. 

(Italics theirs.) Children taught in a more playful man- 
ner almost always achieve more than children who are 
subjected to more direct teaching methods. Further- 



more, the data show that academic programs that em- 
phasize more direct instmction have unintended social 
and emotional consequences, creating students who are 
less likely to get along with their peers and feel com- 
fortable in school, and more likely to show evidence of 
stress-induced hyperactivity, to be hostile, and to engage 
in antisocial acts.^®"*^ 

Professor Diane Levin of Wheelock College in Boston has 
spent 35 years researching and teaching about the ways 
young children learn through play. She sees a dynamic 
interaction between teacher and child at the heart of 
learning, and she describes a matrix of early childhood 
classrooms using the variables of the teacher’s input and 
the children’s initiative (see diagram below). This interac- 
tion is especially important in toda/ s media-saturated 
world, says Levin, where many children have not learned 
how to engage in rich play of their own making and need 
a teacher’s help creating it. 

Early education based on large amounts of didactic 
instruction — and especially scripted teaching — involves 
high levels of teacher input but little initiative from chil- 
dren. At the other extreme, in the laissez-faire classroom, 
the children are very active, often in an unfocused way, 
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Scripted 

Didactic 




Child: 

Low INITIATIVE 



Child: 

High initiative 



Media- 

heavy 



Teacher: 

Low INPUT 



Anything 

Goes 




52 CRISIS IN THE KINDERGARTEN 



Alliance for Childhood 



CHAPTER 7 : Creating the Playful Kindergarten ■■ 



The dynamic interaction between 
teacher and child is especially 
important in today’s media- 
saturated world, where many 
children have not learned how to 
engage in rich play of their own 
making and need a teacher’s help 
creating it. 

and the teachers are largely passive. In classrooms that 
rely heavily on electronic media both teachers and chil- 
dren have low levels of activity. Levin says that in the ideal 
classroom children are engaged, taking initiative to the 
extent they are able, and teachers are also active in build- 
ing on children’s play (without taking control of it) as they 
engage children with intentional but playful activities. 

In playful kindergartens teachers are active in many 
different ways. They closely observe children’s play and 
take cues from it, enriching and enlarging its scope by 
bringing new materials into the environment. A teacher 
might develop a theme from the children’ s make-believe 
scenarios that will extend their knowledge through artis- 
tic and experiential activities. Teachers in playful kinder- 
gartens focus on the development of strong relationships 
with their students, and on the healthy development of 
each individual child. 

Kindergarten teachers should know the typical stages of 
development of five-year-olds. They need to encourage 
all facets of that development, and they should recog- 
nize when and how to intervene if the child’s growth is 
seriously atypical or there are signs of a disability. The 
play-based approach calls for teachers to know each child 
well and to differentiate their teaching methods to meet 
individual needs. It is the antithesis of the one-size-fits-all 
model of education. 



Making Room for All Types of Play 

Play has many faces. Climbing a tree is different from 
building a house with sticks and stones or dressing up for 
make-believe play. Yet when the child is up in the tree she 
may well become a pirate surveying the sea around her. 
There are different types of play, but they often overlap in 
rich play scenarios. The well-developed player has a rep- 
ertoire with many forms of play the playful kindergarten 
supports them all. 

Play does not stay neatly in categories, but knowing and 
watching for the broad types helps sensitize teachers and 
parents to the shifting landscapes children create. It also 
provides a tool for assessing whether a playful kindergar- 
ten is providing adequate opportunity and materials for 
all types of play. Twelve key types of play are: 

Large-motor play: Children love to climb, run, slide, 
swing, jump, and engage in every type of movement 
possible. Such play develops coordination, balance, and a 
sense of one’s body in the space around it. 

Small-motor play: Play with small toys and activities like 
stringing beads, playing with puzzles, and sorting objects 
into types develops dexterity. 

Mastery play: Children often repeat an action in play and 
persevere until they master it, such as making dozens of 
“birthday packages” to learn to tie bows, or playing on a 
balance beam to become a “circus performer.” 

Rules-based play: Kindergartners and grade-school chil- 
dren enjoy the challenge of making up their own rules 
and the social negotiation involved in adapting the rules 
for each play situation. 

Construction play: Building houses, ships, forts, and other 
structures is a basic form of play that requires skill and 
imagination. 

Make-believe play: This broad category incorporates many 
other play types and is rich with language, problem-solv- 
ing, and imagination. It frequently begins with “Lef s 
pretend” and goes on to include anything children might 
have experienced or imagined. 
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Symbolic play: Children take an object at hand and 
convert it into the toy or prop they need through a fluid 
process of fantasy or imagination. 

Language play: Children develop mastery by playing 
with words, rhymes, verses, and songs they make up or 
change. They tell stories and dramatize them. They are 
fascinated by foreign languages, especially when they are 
presented playfully in story, verse, or song. 

Playing with the arts: Children integrate all forms of art 
into their play, using whatever materials are at hand to 
draw, model, create music, perform puppet shows, and 
so on. They explore the arts and use them to express their 
feelings and ideas. 

Sensory play: Most children enjoy playing with dirt, sand, 
mud, water, and other materials with different textures, 
sounds, and smells. Such play develops the senses. 

Rough-and-tumble play: This fundamental form of play 
is found in animals as well as human children. Animals 
know how to play roughly without injury by rounding 
their body gestures and not aiming for dominance. Chil- 
dren can be helped to do the same if their play becomes 
too aggressive. 

Risk-taking play: Children extend their abilities through 
risky play and learn to master challenging environments. 
They generally know how far they can go without actually 
hurting themselves. Regrettably, most current play spaces 
are designed to be as risk-free as possible, giving children 
little chance to assess risks and set their own boundaries. 



Educating Teachers for Play 

Educating kindergarten teachers so that they can develop 
strong and effective play-based programs will be a chal- 
lenge, requiring workshops, courses, and mentoring as 
well as educational materials in the form of print, film, 
webinars, web sites, and other media. Teacher-educa- 
tion programs and teachers experienced in play-based 
kindergartens will be called upon to educate and support 
classroom teachers. 

One challenge in educating teachers for playful kinder- 
gartens is that many younger teachers did not grow up 
with a strong experience of child-initiated play. Their 
free time was filled with electronic media and organized 
activities. They will need to experience play themselves 
to understand its powerful nature and its role in effective 
kindergarten education. The same can be said of younger 
parents. A major task will be to help parents and educa- 
tors recapture the spirit of play. 

Bonnie Neugebauer of Child Care Information Exchange 
has written about adults who live with the spirit of play 
and the vital role they play for children. She describes 
them this way 

They play with words and ideas. They use toys, invent 
props, appropriate resources for new purposes. They 
play with children and with other adults. They play be- 
cause it is natural and because it makes them feel good. 
Children need these adults in their lives, people who will 
model the importance of play to living. But in so many 
early childhood programs, people have forgotten how 
to be playful. They are focused on order and routines, 
appearances and paperwork, agendas and lesson plans. 
There is no serendipity, no wonder, no surprise. 



“Children need [playful] adults in 
their lives, people who will model 
the importance of play to living.” 

— Bonnie Neugebauer 
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Twelve Key Types of Play 



There are dieeerent types oe play, and they 
often overlap in rich play scenarios. Knowing and 
watching for the broad types helps sensitize teachers 
and parents to the shifting landscapes children create 
It also provides a tool for assessing whether a playful 
kindergarten is providing adequate opportunity and 
materials for all types of play. 



Large-motor play 

Children love to climb, run, slide, 
swing, jump, and engage in 
every type of movement possible. 
Such play develops coordination, 
balance, and a sense of one’s body 
in the space around it. 

Small-motor play 

Play with small toys and activities 
like stringing beads, playing with 
puzzles, and sorting objects into 
types develops dexterity. 

Mastery play 

Children often repeat an action 
in play and persevere until they 
master it, such as making dozens 
of “birthday packages” to learn 
to tie bows, or playing on a 
balance beam to become a “circus 
performer.” 

Rules-based play 

Kindergartners and grade-school 
children enjoy the challenge of 
making up their own rules and 
the social negotiation involved in 
adapting the rules for each play 
situation. 



Construction play 

Building houses, ships, forts, and 
other structures is a basic form 
of play that requires skill and 
imagination. 

Make-believe play 

This broad category incorporates 
many other play types and is rich 
with language, problem-solving, 
and imagination. It frequently 
begins with “Lefs pretend” and 
goes on to include anything 
children might have experienced 
or imagined. 

Symbolic play 

Children take an object at hand 
and convert it into the toy or prop 
they need through a fluid process 
of fantasy or imagination. 

Language play 

Children develop mastery by 
playing with words, rhymes, 
verses, and songs they make 
up or change. They tell stories 
and dramatize them. They are 
fascinated by foreign languages, 
especially when they are presented 
playfully in story, verse, or song. 



Playing with the arts 

Children integrate all forms of 
art into their play, using whatever 
materials are at hand to draw, 
model, create music, perform 
puppet shows, and so on. They 
explore the arts and use them to 
express their feelings and ideas. 

Sensory play 

Most children enjoy playing with 
dirt, sand, mud, water, and other 
materials with different textures, 
sounds, and smells. Such play 
develops the senses. 

Rough-and-tumble play 

This fundamental form of play 
is found in animals as well as 
human children. Animals know 
how to play roughly without injury 
by rounding their body gestures 
and not aiming for dominance. 
Children can be helped to do the 
same if their play becomes too 
aggressive. 

Risk-taking play 

Children extend their abilities 
through risky play and learn to 
master challenging environments. 
They generally know how far they 
can go without actually hurting 
themselves. Regrettably, most 
current play spaces are designed 
to be as risk-free as possible, 
giving children little chance to 
assess risks and set their own 
boundaries. 
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If problem-solving, communication, 
collaboration, innovation, and 
creative thinking are to remain part 
of our legacy as a species, then 
play must be restored to its rightful 
place at the heart of childhood. 

Many of the capacities developed through child-initiated 
and child-directed play are the very ones most vital for the 
child’s future and, indeed, for the future of our planet: 
prohlem-solving, communication, collaboration, innova- 
tion, and creative thinking. If these essential capacities 
are to remain part of our legacy as a species then play 
must he restored to its rightful place at the heart of child- 
hood — and that includes kindergarten education. With- 
out play in early childhood, cognitive, social, emotional, 
and physical development is at risk — and we are all thus 
endangered. 

Keys to a Playful Kindergarten 

Switching from a didactic approach to one with rich op- 
portunities for play presents this risk: the tendency to go 
to the opposite extreme — a laissez-faire classroom where 
chaos reigns. Some key elements that contribute to a 
healthy balance in a play-based kindergarten are: 

Setting the example. Purposeful adult activity inspires 
children’s play. Parents often complain that their children 
like to play underfoot while they are cooking or doing oth- 
er work. Typically, children want to help with adult work 
for a little while and then carry that inspiration into their 
play. They want to know what it feels like to read a book, 
cook a meal, chop wood, and do all the other things they 
see adults doing. They imitate the adults’ outer gestures 
and inner mood. One can describe this as participatory 
learning, for the child participates in the adulf s activity at 
every level. It is both physical and cognitive, with a great 
deal of the social and the emotional added in. 



A balanced schedule. If a play period is too short, the chil- 
dren cannot become deeply engaged and develop complex 
scenarios. If it is too long, the play disintegrates. Playful 
five-year-olds can easily play well for 60 to 90 minutes at 
a time, but at the beginning of the year many will not be 
able to focus for such an extended period. Playtime, both 
indoors and out, can be lengthened as children’ s play 
skills develop. 

Longer periods of child-initiated play can be balanced 
with shorter times when children are engaged with teach- 
er-led activities, including storytelling, reading books, 
singing and movement, and project activities. Kinder- 
gartners can remain focused on the teacher for about 30 
minutes if they are engaged in such activities, but in the 
beginning of the year one may need to start with shorter 
amounts of time. 

A full range of hands-on activities can take place during 
playtime or can be offered as separate pursuits. These 
include art experiences and practical life activities like 
cooking, woodworking, and gardening. Projects can be 
developed that impart information in an engaging way, 
especially if they are inspired by the children’s own play 
ideas. 

How many play sessions should a kindergarten have 
in a day? A full-day, six-hour kindergarten class should 
probably have at least three daily play periods of an hour 
or longer, with at least one being outdoors. This gives 
children adequate time to explore and develop their ideas, 
interests, and capacities. As we now know (see Chapter 
2), many teachers are spending three hours per day in lit- 
eracy and math instruction, testing, and test preparation, 
making this kind of attention to play impossible. 

Basic rules and boundaries. Children need to experience 
the presence of an actively aware teacher and to feel safely 
held within reasonable boundaries. Teachers and children 
are most comfortable when there are clear boundar- 
ies that are applied flexibly. A guiding rule can be that 
children should engage as fully as they can in play but try 
not to hurt themselves or others or to damage toys and 
equipment. 

It is not helpful to try to create a risk-free environment. 
Children need to learn to cope with some risk, whether 
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it’ s climbing high outdoors or building high on tabletops. 
Most children know how to gauge themselves to do well 
with varying levels of risk. Some need to be encouraged 
to take a risk, while others need to be held back if they 
have an unrealistic sense of their physical abilities. 

The teacher as an active presence. The teacher in a play- 
ful kindergarten plays an active role but works in subtle 
ways. She is aware of the children’s activities and seeks 
ways to build on their interests. She also assesses what 
they need that they are not getting through their own play 
and finds engaging, meaningful ways to include it in the 
classroom through stories, projects, and other activities. 

What can teachers expect when they increase the amount 
of play and experiential learning? Unfortunately, many 
children today have grown up with little support for initi- 
ating their own original play. They will endlessly imitate 
what they’ve seen on the screen but cannot generate their 



A full-day, six-hour kindergarten 
class should probably have at least 
three daily play periods of an hour 
or longer, with at least one being 
outdoors. 

own ideas for play or develop them into complex play sce- 
narios with other children. They need the help of teach- 
ers, and the teachers need to be educated in how to offer 
such help. Play deficits can be remedied in both children 
and adults, but it takes time, attenhon, and the help of 
knowledgeable people. 

What can teachers do to help generate healthy, 
creative play? 

• Encourage parents to limit or eliminate screen hme 
and give children’ s own imaginations a chance to 
blossom. Give parents help weaning their children 
from screens with suggestions on how to handle key 



What Teachers Can Do 
TO Generate Healthy, 
Creative Play 

Limit screen time 

Encourage parents to limit or eliminate screen time 
and give children’s own imaginations a chance to 
blossom. Give parents help weaning their children 
from screens with suggestions on how to handle 
key times when parents depend on the screen for 
babysitting. Parents who have gone through this 
process report that it is painful for a few days or 
a week but then becomes much easier than they 
expected. A common remark from such parents: “I 
never knew what a wonderful child I had.” 

Stimulate imagination 

Ghildren need active imaginations to play well. 

One can feed their imaginations with stories via 
good books read aloud and storytelling suited to 
the child’s age. Imagination and creativity are also 
inspired by puppetry and plays, nursery rhymes, 
poems, songs, instrumental music, painting, mod- 
eling, and other art activities. 

Inspire play with real work 

Do real work in the presence of children, such as 
baking bread, cooking, woodworking, and garden- 
ing. Many children can be brought into play by 
first engaging them in real work for ten or fifteen 
minutes. Then they are inspired to play on their 
own. The use of the hands in both work and play 
is highly stimulating to the brain, a large part of 
which is linked to the hands. 
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times when parents depend on the screen for babysit- 
ting. Parents who have gone through this process 
report that it is painful for a few days or a week but 
then becomes much easier than they expected. A 
common remark from such parents: “I never knew 
what a wonderful child I had.” 

• Children need active imaginations to play well. One 
can feed their imaginations with stories via good 
books read aloud and storytelling suited to the child’s 
age. Imagination and creativity are also inspired by 
puppetry and plays, nursery rhymes, poems, songs, 
instrumental music, painting, modeling, and other 
art activities. 

• Do real work in the presence of children, such as 
baking bread, cooking, woodworking, and gardening. 
Many children can be brought into play by first en- 
gaging them in real work for ten or fifteen minutes. 



Once a kindergarten hums with 
play, all forms of learning take 
place spontaneously and deeply. 

Many questions arise in play-based kindergartens: When 
should a teacher intervene in a child’s play? How does one 
handle conflict in play? How does one scaffold or build on 
children’s play without interfering with the flow of play? 

These and similar questions need to be addressed in 
workshops and courses and through educational mate- 
rials. Fortunately, once kindergarten children become 
skillful players, they handle much of this on their own, 
but the transition period can be demanding. The results, 
however, are incredibly rewarding. Once a kindergarten 
hums with play, all forms of learning take place spontane- 
ously and deeply. 

Experienced players display a high degree of competence 
in play. Indeed, one might say that every child has a 



genius for play and is gifted and talented in this area 
of life. A playful kindergarten brings out the individual 
genius of each child and strengthens it. As education 
theorist Lev Vygotsky put it, “In play a child always 
behaves beyond his average age, above his daily 
behavior. In play it is as though he were a head taller 
than himself 

Meeting Today’s Challenges in the Kindergarten 

It will take time to build up a movement for play-based 
kindergartens. Meanwhile, many teachers want to bring 
play into their kindergartens but are forbidden to do so by 
their administrators. One teacher was told by her prin- 
cipal that she would be fired if she let her class play for 
more than ten minutes per week. To this teacher we can 
only say, be resourceful. One can achieve most reason- 
able learning standards through a play-based curriculum 
using engaging, hands-on activities. This is not the same 
as giving children the chance to develop open-ended play, 
but it is a step in the right direction. It is harder to man- 
age this approach in heavily scripted kindergartens, but 
even there teachers have some time that is not scripted 
when experiential learning can occur. 

To teachers who are deeply unhappy about the loss of 
play in their kindergartens, we want to say that you are 
not alone. Many teachers are suffering at the moment, 
for they are being asked to meet standards they feel are 
unsound and to use methods they deplore. Do what you 
can for now in your classroom. Find allies both inside 
and outside the school system. Become a play advocate 
or a supporter of advocates. Most important, take heart. 

A newfound respect for play is growing, and the time for 
change is at hand. 

For parents who see their young children under stress 
and who want to make changes: let your voices be 
heard — in meetings with teachers and administrators, 
at PTA and school board meetings, in state offices where 
standards are set — wherever there is the slightest open- 
ing for change. Parents’ voices can be very effective in 
bringing change to public schools. Use your insights, 
your imagination, your strength. Join with others and 
begin advocating for playful kindergartens. 
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Recommendations for Creating Effective 
AND Healthy Kindergartens 



The importance oe play to children’s healthy development and learning has been docu- 
mented beyond question by research, some of which is summarized in this report. Yet play 
is rapidly disappearing from kindergarten and early education as a whole. We believe that the 
stifling of play has dire consequences — not only for children but for the future of our nation. 
This report is meant to bring broad public attention to the crisis in our kindergartens and to 
spur collective action to reverse the damage now being done. 



To create effective and healthy kindergartens we call on 
policymakers, educators, health professionals, research- 
ers, and parents to take action as follows: 

1. Restore child-initiated play and experiential learning 
with the active support of teachers to their rightful 
place at the heart of kindergarten education. 

• Provide time and space for play to kindergartners 
every school day, hoth indoors and during recess. 

• Make room in kindergarten for all types of play that 
contribute to children’s development, including 
make-believe, sensory, language, construction, large- 
and small-motor, and mastery play. 

• Engage parents and educators in discussion of the 
role of play and experiential learning in healthy and 
effective kindergartens, so that they can advocate for 
play with school administrators and policymakers. 

2. Reassess kindergarten standards to ensure that they 
promote developmentally appropriate practices, and 
eliminate those that do not. 

• Replace one-size-fits-all kindergarten standards with 
flexible guidelines based on well-grounded knowl- 



edge of children’s cognitive, social, emotional, 
physical, and creative development. 

• Recognize the differences between the kindergarten 
child who is an emergent reader and the first-grade 
child who has become an early reader. Recognize 
similar differences in children’s learning of math, 
science, and other topics. Do not expect kindergar- 
ten children to achieve academic goals best suited to 
first-graders. 

• Change developmentally inappropriate practices that 
cause normal child behavior and learning patterns to 
be wrongly labeled as misbehavior, attention disor- 
ders, or learning disabilities. 

• Eliminate the practice of kindergarten retention 
based on inability to meet rigid standards or to pass a 
particular test. 

3. End the inappropriate use in kindergarten of standard- 
ized tests, which are prone to serious error especially 
when given to children under age eight. 

• Use alternatives to standardized assessments in kin- 
dergarten, such as teacher observations and assess- 
ment of children’s work. Educate teachers in the use 
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of these alternatives and in the risks and limitations 
of standardized testing of young children. 

• Do not make important decisions about young chil- 
dren, their teachers, or their schools based solely or 
primarily on standardized test scores. 

4. Expand the early childhood research agenda to ex- 
amine the long-term impact of current preschool and 
kindergarten practices on the development of children 
from diverse backgrounds. 

• Evaluate current kindergarten practices with qualita- 
tive as well as quantitative methods. Such research 
should assess children’s overall health and their cog- 
nitive, social, emotional, and physical development at 
least until fourth grade. 

• Replicate on a much larger scale the quantitative 
studies of kindergarten use of time and materials 
described in Chapter 2 of this report so that a repre- 
sentative sample of teachers in many different areas 
contribute to the full picture of current kindergarten 
practices. 

• Investigate the associations between developmentally 
inappropriate kindergarten practices and behavioral 
and psychiatric disturbances and other health prob- 
lems among young children. 

5. Give teachers of young children first-rate preparation 
that emphasizes the full development of the child and 
the importance of play, nurtures children’s innate love 
of learning, and supports teachers’ own capacities for 
creativity, autonomy, and integrity. 

• Make course work in child development and the use 
of play in the classroom mandatory in early child- 
hood education programs. 



• Give teachers professional development, mentoring, 
and other support in learning how to encourage and 
support play, especially with children who have had 
limited opportunity to engage in creative play or who 
have poor self-regulation skills. 

• Help teachers communicate with parents about the 
importance of play and ways to support it at home 
and in the community. 

6. Use the crisis of play’s disappearance from 

kindergarten to rally organizations and individuals 
to create a national movement for play in schools 
and communities. 

• Work across traditional boundaries of profession, 
geography, and interest group to advocate for play in 
classrooms, after-school and camp programs, parks 
and playgrounds, neighborhoods and cities. 

• Establish local, state, and national play policies that 
recognize the importance of play for children of all 
ages — including the ways that play enhances physi- 
cal, social, emotional, and cognitive development. 

• Address the obstacles to play, such as unsafe neigh- 
borhoods, overscheduling of children’s lives, exces- 
sive screen time, toys linked to entertainment media, 
and education that emphasizes skills, drills, and 
homework and undermines creativity, imagination, 
and overall well-being. 

Eor further background on these recommendations, see 
the Alliance for Childhood’s Call to Action on the Educa- 
tion of Young Children, which was signed by hundreds of 
educators and health professionals, including many lead- 
ers in these fields. Appendix A contains the full text of the 
Call to Action and a partial list of signers. 
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Young children do not ask of each other: Where do you come from? Instead, they ask: 
What role will you play? Who will you and I pretend to be in a story we make up together? 



From the earliest age, children begin to practice their 
imaginary characters, their separate visions of pleasure 
and pain, of strength and weakness, of love and loss. By 
the time they enter kindergarten they are ready to build 
complex worlds in which friendship and fairness are 
inalienable rights, and every child has a secure place in 
an intimate community. 

A kindergarten without a substantial playtime puts 
everyone at a disadvantage, for play is still the primary 
reality for its members. Play contains the only set of 
circumstances children understand from beginning to 
end. “I can do this well,” the kindergartners seem to say. 
“I can be this effectively. I understand what is happening 
to me and to the other children.” 



Within this familiar process of inventing new 
characters and plots, of pretending to be someone 
else in another place, the children continue to develop 
the intuitive and universal language that binds us 
all together. In a kindergarten where children play, 
the teacher has an opportunity to study each child’s 
individual style and story, and to introduce all manner 
of new material into a functioning social community. 
In a kindergarten where children play, children learn 
to focus their imaginations in ever more complex 
ways and, in the enlivened environment, are ready to 
conquer new problems. 

Let us open our kindergartens again to the world’s most 
natural learning tool: play. 
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A Call to Action on the Education of Young Children 



9 

We are deeply concerned that current trends in early education, fueled by political 
pressure, are leading to an emphasis on unproven methods of academic instruction and 
unreliable standardized testing that can undermine learning and damage young children’s 
healthy development. 



Many states are moving toward universal preschool 
so that all children can benefit from early education. 
We strongly support these efforts, provided that 
preschool programs are based on well-established 
knowledge of how children learn and how to lay a 
foundation for lifelong learning — not on educational 
fads. We call for early education that emphasizes experi- 
ential, hands-on activities, open-ended creative play, and 
caring human relationships. 

Preschool education must not follow the same path that 
has led kindergartens toward intense academic instruc- 
tion with little or no time for child-initiated learning. If 
such practices were effective for five-year-olds, we would 
have seen better long-term results by now. We call for a 
reversal of the pushing down of the curriculum that has trans- 
formed kindergarten into de facto first grade. 

Education is not a race where the prize goes to the one 
who finishes first. To help young children develop literacy 
and a lifelong love of learning we need to respect and, 
when needed, to strengthen their individual abilities and 
drive to learn. Instead, current trends in early educa- 
tion policy and practice heighten pressure and stress in 
children’s lives, which can contribute to behavioral and 
learning problems. We call for research on the causes of 
increased levels of anger, misbehavior, and school expulsion 
among young children. 



Justified concern for low-income children, who often 
lag academically, has been a powerful force behind the 
current overemphasis on early instruction in literacy and 
math. This well-intentioned but misguided policy may 
actually put children at increased risk of school failure by 
denying them positive early learning experiences. We call 
for additional research that examines the long-term impact 
of different preschool and kindergarten practices on children 
from diverse backgrounds. 

Creative play that children can control is central to their 
physical, emotional, and cognitive growth. It contributes 
greatly to their language development, social skills, and 
problem-solving capacities, and lays an essential founda- 
tion for later academic learning. Yet many children do 
not have the opportunity to develop their capacity for 
socio-dramatic play. Preschool is the place to intervene 
and restore childhood play. We call for teacher education 
that emphasizes the full development of the child includ- 
ing the importance of play, nurtures children’s innate love of 
learning, and supports teachers’ own capacities for creativity, 
autonomy, and integrity. 

This statement, drafted by the Alliance for Childhood, has 
been endorsed by hundreds of concerned citizens includ- 
ing those listed on the following page. Organizations are 
included for identification purposes only. 
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Enola G. Aird, Founder and Director, The Motherhood Project, 
Institute for American Values, New York City 

Robert Anderson, California Department of Education (retired), Fair 
Oaks, CA 

Lyda Beardsley, Ph.D., Executive Director, Trio Foundation, 

Berkeley, CA 

Barbara Beatty, Associate Professor and Chair, Department of 
Education, Wellesley College, Wellesley, MA 

Marilyn B. Benoit, M.D., past president, American Academy of 
Child and Adolescent Psychiatry, Washington, DC 

T. Berry Brazelton, M.D., Professor of Pediatrics Emeritus, Harvard 
Medical School, Boston 

Michael Brody, M.D., child psychiatrist. University of Maryland, 
Potomac, MD 

Stuart L. Brown, M.D., psychiatrist and founder. The National 
Institute for Play Carmel Valley CA 

Nancy Carlsson-Paige, Professor, Lesley University, Cambridge, MA 

Virginia Casper, Associate Dean, Bank Street College of Education, 
New York City 

Sherry M. Cleary, Executive Director, NYC Early Childhood 
Professional Development Institute, City University of New York 

Renatta M. Cooper, Commissioner, First 5 Los Angeles 

William Crain, Professor of Psychology, City College of New York 

Linda Darling-Hammond, Charles Ducommun Professor of 
Education, Stanford University, Stanford, CA 

Libby Doggett, Deputy Director, Pew Center on the States, 
Washington, DC 

Eleanor Duckworth, Professor of Education, Harvard University, 
Cambridge, MA 

Elliot Eisner, Lee Jacks Professor of Education, Stanford University, 
Stanford, CA 

David Elkind, Professor Emeritus of Child Development, Tufts 
University, Medford, MA 

Margery Eranklin, Ph.D., Director Emerita, Child Development 
Institute, Sarah Lawrence College, Bronxville, NY 

Howard Gardner, Hobbs Professor of Cognition and Education, 
Harvard University, Cambridge, MA 

Daniel Goleman, co-founder, Collaborative for Academic, Social and 
Emotional Learning, University of Illinois, Chicago 

Dr. Jane Goodall, DBE, Founder, Jane Goodall Institute and U.N. 
Messenger of Peace, Arlington, VA 

John I. Goodlad, University of Washington and Institute for 
Educational Inquiry, Seattle 

Stanley Greenspan, M.D., Clinical Professor of Psychiatry and 
Pediatrics, George Washington University Medical Center, 

Bethesda, MD 

Jane M. Healy, Ph.D., educational psychologist, author, and lecturer, 
Vail, CO 



Olga Jarrett, Associate Professor of Early Childhood Education, 
Georgia State University, Atlanta 

Lilian G. Katz, Professor Emerita, University of Illinois, Urbana- 
Champaign 

Tovah Klein, Ph.D., Director, Barnard College Center for Toddler 
Development, New York City 

Edgar Kingman, Professor Emeritus, Wheelock College, Boston 

Jonathan Kozol, author of Shame of the Nation, Byfield, MA 

Velma LaPoint, Ph.D., Professor of Child Development, School of 
Education, Howard University, Washington, DC 

Diane Levin, Professor of Education, Wheelock College, Boston 

Susan Linn, Ed.D., Instructor in Psychiatry, Harvard Medical 
School, Boston 

Yeou-Cheng Ma, M.D., developmental pediatrician, Albert Einstein 
College of Medicine, New York City 

Kathleen McCartney, Dean, Harvard Graduate School of Education, 
Cambridge, MA 

Deborah Meier, Senior Scholar, New York University, New York City 

Samuel J. Meisels, President, Erikson Institute, Chicago 

Thomas Moore, author. Care of the Soul, Amherst, NH 

Pedro Noguera, Professor of Teaching and Learning and Director, 
Metropolitan Center for Urban Education, New York University 

Vivian Gussin Paley, teacher and writer, Chicago 

Bruce D. Perry, M.D., Senior Eellow, Child Trauma Academy, 
Houston, TX 

Jane P. Perry, Ph.D., Teacher and Research Coordinator, Harold E. 
Jones Child Study Center, University of California, Berkeley 

Alvin Poussaint, M.D., Professor of Psychiatry, Harvard Medical 
School and Judge Baker Children’s Center, Boston 

Kyle Pruett, M.D., Clinical Professor of Child Psychiatry, Yale 
University School of Medicine, New Haven, CT 

Alvin Rosenfeld, M.D., child and adolescent psychiatrist, co-author. 
The Over- Scheduled Child, New York City 

Larry Schweinhart, President, High/Scope Educational Research 
Foundation, Ypsilanti, MI 

Dorothy G. Singer, Senior Research Scientist, Child Study Center, 
Yale University, New Haven, CT 

Jerome L. Singer, Professor Emeritus of Psychology, Yale University, 
New Haven, CT 

Deborah Stipek, Dean, Stanford University School of Education, 
Stanford, CA 

Rosario Villasana-Ruiz, Professor, City College of San Francisco 

Frank Wilson, M.D., Clinical Professor of Neurology (retired), 
Stanford University School of Medicine, Stanford, CA 

George Wood, Director, The Forum for Education and Democracy, 
Amesville, OH 
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Play: The word play is commonly used by early childhood 
educators and researchers to include activities designed 
by adults and often led by adults (like computer games, 
organized sports, and even games designed to teach 
literacy or math skills) as well as those initiated and led 
by children (playing tag, acting out make-believe stories, 
building with blocks, pretending to be horses romping in 
a pasture). In this report we use play only to refer to those 
activities that are freely chosen and directed by children 
and arise from intrinsic motivation. This is the kind of 
play that is most critical for children’s overall develop- 
ment — and is most endangered by current early child- 
hood policies. It emerges from the child’s own drive to 
make sense of the world and is not imposed, directed, or 
controlled by adult agendas. Sometimes, however, adults 
need to intervene to help children get started on play or to 
redirect them from destructive play. The wise adult steps 
back as soon as she senses that the children can carry the 
play on their own. 

Playful learning: Many teachers recognize that play and 
hands-on experiences are the most powerful modes 
of learning for young children. Therefore, when they 
want children to learn some specific material, either 
because they see a need for the child to know it or 
because standards dictate that it must be taught, they 
try to make their lessons as playful and experiential as 
possible. While playful learning is an important part of 
kindergarten education, it should not be confused with 
child-initiated play. Focused learning through play and 
experiential learning are also ways to describe classroom 
practices linked to adult goals. 

Choice time: Few schools actually use the word play in 
describing their kindergarten programs and curricula. 



even though, when asked, most teachers and many 
administrators will agree that play is important for young 
children. But the term itself has become controversial, a 
code word that represents in many quarters a feel-good, 
undisciplined, lazy approach to schooling. Thus most kin- 
dergartens now refer euphemistically to choice time, and 
sometimes to center time, to indicate periods during the 
school day when children can choose their activities. In 
the past children were often allowed to play rather freely 
in centers, such as the housekeeping center or nature 
center, but direct observation of kindergarten class- 
rooms today shows that real play (as defined above) often 
does not take place, even in choice time or center time. 
Today's kindergartens often have curriculum goals for 
each center, so choice time means choosing which area 
of the curriculum the child will work on. The child then 
performs predetermined actions within the centers rather 
than freely choosing how to interact with the materials in 
the center. 

Center time: See “Choice time.” 

Developmentally appropriate: The term developmentally 
appropriate is generally used to refer to educational and 
child care practices that are based on a developmental 
view of the child — an understanding of the stages of 
physical, cognitive, emotional, and social development 
that children move through as they progress from infancy 
through toddlerhood, preschool, kindergarten, and the 
early elementary grades. This view rejects the idea that 
children are miniature adults, as well as the assumption 
that the earlier a child learns to do something — such 
as reading, doing arithmetic, or using a computer — the 
more successful the child will be in school and adult life. 
Developmentally appropriate activities and practices are 
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chosen because they accord with or enhance the general 
patterns and stages of child development and suit the 
needs of the individual child. 

Direct instruction: This term was used in some important 
research studies (such as the High/Scope Preschool 
Curriculum Comparison Study) to describe a highly 
scripted approach to early education, in which the 
activities and the teacher’s words and interventions were 
carefully circumscribed and the children were given 
little or no choice in how they spent their time. In recent 
years, direct instruction has been used in a significantly 
different sense, to describe, for example, the intentional 
teaching of phonics skills or mathematical processes as 
a discrete activity. Because of this confusion, we will in 
general avoid using the term in this report but will refer 
to teacher-directed or didactic instruction, or to scripted 
teaching. (See below.) 

Child-initiated: Child-initiated activities are motivated by 
the intrinsic interests and needs of the child. This quality 
is essential for play, in the sense that we use the word in 
this document (see above). Research evidence indicates 
that child-initiated, rather than teacher-directed, learn- 
ing leads to the most profound and long-lasting positive 
effects on the child. 

Teacher-directed: During teacher-directed activities the 
teacher is imparting content to a group of children. All 
eyes are on the teacher or on the activities she has initi- 
ated. The content may be a book that is being read, a 
story being told, a puppet play being performed, or verses 
and poems being shared. But it may also be a curriculum 
script being read, or literacy and math lessons. Every 
classroom has some time devoted to teacher-directed 
activities, but when allowed to make their own choices 
teachers vary as to how much time is spent in this form 
of teaching and what the content is. The more prescrip- 
tive the curriculum, the less choice the teacher has. 



Didactic instruction: Didactic instruction in kindergarten 
emphasizes the children’ s acquisition of discrete facts and 
skills, usually in an atmosphere of serious, purposeful 
study. It requires children to sit still and pay attention to 
the teacher and the work at hand. This kind of teaching 
was considered inappropriate and ineffective in kinder- 
garten until recent years. Now it is increasingly common, 
although there is little research showing long-term gains 
from this approach. 

Scripted teaching: In scripted teaching programs, the 
teacher follows a regimented and invariable routine — lit- 
erally a script — in which prescribed activities and words 
are used and others are prohibited. These curricula are 
linked to standardized tests given at frequent intervals to 
measure children’s progress in learning the designated 
facts and skills. Interest in scripted teaching ballooned 
during the administration of President George W. Bush. 
Its use was encouraged by the Department of Education’s 
Reading Eirst program, and it can be found in many 
urban schools. (See Chapter 5 for more details.) 

Standards: Standards are goals for academic achievement 
and exist for a wide range of subjects. Initially, the fact 
that standards would apply to all children was seen as a 
step toward equality in education. Now, critics argue that 
once standards are in place the curriculum is necessar- 
ily narrowed down. Thus, rather than lifting the work 
force to a higher level of learning, which was one of the 
original reasons for setting standards, they may be hold- 
ing many children back. When standards were first called 
for, they focused on high school. Now there are standards 
for everyone, including kindergartners and preschoolers. 
Efforts to meet early childhood standards have severely 
limited the kinds of activities offered to children. (See 
Chapter 3 for more details.) 
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from the University of Michigan and worked with civil- 
rights and anti-poverty organizations before becoming a 
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Crisis in the Kindergarten 

Didactic instruction and standardized testing have pushed play out of early childhood 
education. Meanwhile, other social and technological trends in children’s lives, such as 
increasing screen time and the linking of toys to TV shows, films, and commercial web sites, 
also undermine creative play. “Adult life begins in a child’s imagination,” writes poet Dana 
Gioia, former chairman of the National Endowment for the Arts, “and we’ve relinquished 
that imagination to the marketplace.” 

The withering of imagination in childhood is a looming catastrophe with consequences as 
profound as global climate change, but much less widely recognized. The very attributes we 
most want to nurture in our children — creativity, initiative, collaboration, problem-solving, 
courage — are best developed through imaginative play. Just as decisive action is needed 
to reverse the process of climate change, we must change course now to restore child- 
initiated play and learning to our schools and communities. 
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